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For Captain Hal, the whale shark.
and, ofcourse, the island of Utila

PREFACE
Sentence fragment. As an English major and an amateur writer. I am told never
to use one ot these, that I have not earned the right to use them yet. I don't know when
ril earn that right, but I suppose it is too late now'. I hope this tells you a little about me.
about w'hat I am doing. I would have never tried a stunt like that before, but things are
different now.
Last summer, the last one before graduating college, I set out to find a story:
instead, the story found me. like God found Noah. It gave me no choice. I landed on an
island off the coast of Honduras called Utila—I fell in love.
I had always considered myself to be a writer, told others the same. At best. I
knew I was decent, but it didn't matter because I had no story. Grow ing up as a white kid
in the suburbs never lent itself to much adventure, and after only one fiction class in
college, I realized I had no place in the genre, so I made the decision to live a life with
stories.
At my mother's suggestion, I decided to go to Costa Rica to study Spanish as part
of a study abroad program through my university in Mississippi. It was meant to be
simply a neat experience before heading to graduate school: however, in secret, I began
to prepare. I saved up money. 1 studied nautical navigation, boat mechanics, and boat
maintenance because I was told these things could make me more employable as a scuba
divi’ig guide. I prepared to Jump off, to find my story

to travel.
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INTRODUCTION
Before traveling to Utila, 1 knew practically nothing about it: I didn't want to. I
craved adventure, and for that very reason Kath, a British dive instructor I learned under
in Costa Rica, recommended it to me. Quite a joumeyer herself, having spent the
majority of her thiily-five years in the rainforests of Central America (at least a year of
that out ot a tent), Kath became somewhat speechless when recollecting her times on
Utila over a decade ago. *‘You'll have to say hello to my old lovers." she joked with a
soft, beaming smile, something overwhelmingly sentimental in her eyes. Her skin had
grown rough from travel, splotchy from years under the tropical sun. yet as she
reminisced on Utila, I could see in her eyes the youthful spirit that led her away from
F.ngland as a young girl, begging her to get out and explore; it was this spirit that led me
to Utila. just as it had her.
I met Kath when I walked into her dive shop in Manuel Antonio, a small surfing
community on the Pacific coast of Costa Rica. She greeted me with a "cheers” and
offered me a seat. Relieved to speak with someone in English, I was extremely pleased
to be there, especially since the building had air conditioning. We talked for a good
while about the local diving, about the town and its night life. Though I didn't notice it
then, the dive shop was particularly empty. I wouldn’t find out why until later.
Evenlually, I told her that I wanted to be a Divemaster. When the words left my
mouth, I telt foolish. I hadn't actually been scuba diving in over seven years, and the
idea of becoming a scuba guide at this point seemed ridiculous, even dangerous. The
thought, at that time, was merely a lingering dream I'd had since I'd been diving with my
parents in Grand Cayman at the age of fourteen. Still, I really believed that whatever
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attracted me so poignantly to the experience of diving before would be there now, even if
my skills had been lost to time.
“So how long has it been since you last dove?" she asked. I shifted in my seat.
“Umm...about a year." I lied. It didn't shock me when I said it. I'd planned on
lying. I figured that if I had admitted how long it had actually been she wouldn't have
taken me seriously. She w^ould have also charged me for a refresher course, and since I
already needed to save money. I didn't feel like forking over fifty dollars. Instead. I had
refreshed myself by diving in my friend's mom's pool the week before I left for Central
America. However, eight feet of chlorinated water filled with ten-year-olds hardly
prepared me for what I was about to jump into.
Scuba Diving Grand Cayman is very much like diving in a pool: the calm w^ater
reflects a beautiful light blue and allow's almost limitless visibility under water. The
Pacific side of Costa Rica during rainy season, however, more closely resembles diving
in a washing machine.
I set out on my first dive boat in over seven years on an extremely rough morning.
“Divemaster Bob," as I liked to call him, led the trip. An ex-cop from California and the
“boss" of the dive shop. Bob. like many cops, had a fascination for anything military,
which explained why we w'ere heading out in a twenty-four foot Zodiac. Designed for
military use, it’s the rigid, inflatable boat featured in almost every action movie where the
hero must infiltrate the enemy through scuba. Admittedly. I didn’t feel like Jean-Claude
Van Damme as we headed to the dive site. I nervously fiddled with my tank strap that I
couldn't get to buckle right, trying to ignore the fact that the waves, which were close to
ten foot swells, were the largest I had ever been in.
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Though I was too focused on my problems at hand to adequately admire the
.Ncenery of the Costa Rican shoreline that day, hardly a soul could have failed to
acknowledge its beauty. Lush green rainforest stretched along the coast, where it met a
cliff that plunged downward over 150 feet into the tumultuous sea. Enormous waves
crashed against the exposed rock face, causing white foam to explode upward toward the
exposed strata, colored burnt sienna and pale red. The ominous sound that reflected
towards the boat when one of the enormous waves slammed into the rock face gave
witness to just how much power they imposed upon whatever stood in their way. As
magnificent the scene appeared, what kept my attention at that moment was neither the
colors nor the sounds, but rather that our small, inflatable boat was being steered directly
towards them.
The pilot killed the engines about a hundred yards from Isla Larga, a gigantic rock
island off the coast of Manuel Antonio beach. Though Td admired its stature at a
distance from the beach, this vantage point allowed for an awe-inspiring perspective.
Just like the coast, the waves crashed violently against the island. On its western side, an
enormous square crack had been carved into the rock forming what resembled a small
cave.
For the most part, the island was bare rock, only a few species of weeds could be
found residing near its peak. However, over a hundred black frigate birds hovered and
circled above the island. Black frigate birds have scimitar wings and forked tails giving
them a sinister appearance. A bully in the avian world, the frigate birds normally steal
their food from gulls or terns, which is why in the presence of over two hundred of them

no other bird species were in sight. The birds were nesting, using the island as a base
camp for fishing the surrounding waters.
“They eat our bodies," one of the crew members joked in broken English. WTiile
1 laughed at his joke, I certainly didn't enjoy it, the vulture-like birds doing nothing to
improve my already nervous disposition.
Divemaster Bob, having noticed me struggling with my tank strap, came to my
side of the boat.
“Need a hand?" he asked.
“Ye;ili. I don't know what the problem is," I answered. The problem is you don't
know what you're doini^, I thought.
He took the vest from me, quickly threading the strap through its proper loop in
the clamp piece. Embarrassed and figuring he'd already nabbed me for a fraud, I told
him that it was new; of course my vest looked new since it had hardly been used, but in
reality it was almost a decade old. He didn’t seem to care. He moved back to the other
side of the boat to finish setting up his gear.
Likewise, we all finished setting up our gear and were instructed to sit on the
edges in preparation for a backwards roll into the water. The boat puttered closer and
closer towards the great rock until it rested near enough that a wave could potentially
send it into the rock wall. At Divemaster Bob’s command we simultaneously rolled off
the side, and the skipper steered the boat to safety.
After only a few seconds of briefing. Bob instmeted us to descend. I elevated my
low-pressure inflator hose and pressed down on the release valve. As my vest deflated, I
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slowly descended until my entire body submerged, immediately recalling the peculiar and
unexplainable sensation of breathing under water. However, this dive was different.
Underwater, I could barely make out the figures of Bob and the other divers.
Sand and silt had made visibility dreadful. Still, we continued to descend. I could hear
the waves continue to crash against the rock, though underwater they made a much more
ominous noise, a low nimble that sounded like enormous machines drilling into the eaith.
Upon reaching about twenty feet, the visibility began to worsen, though I could still see
the other divers.
At forty feet I checked my gauges, reassured myself that I had plenty of air, then
looked up and saw no one. The greenish hue of the water had turned to a murky black.
Visibility dropped to zero. The low rumble of machines, drilling into the earth, grew
louder by the moment.
Sadly but thankfully, the scene ended anticlimactically, as I spotted Captain Bob
heading to the surface and followed him up—that is all. I wish the scene ended better,
but this is a true story: sometimes reality is just not that exciting. I was tempted to not
include this story in the book for that reason, but 1 wanted you to know how my journey
to become a Dive Master (the proper name for a scuba guide) began, with me as a true
beginner, a helpless amateur.
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ARRIVING
● PRIMAL RUMINATION IS THE ROAD TO SALVATION.”
-THE DOCTOR

From Manuel Antonio beach, I took a bus to San Jose, the capital of Costa Rica.
From there, I took a plane to San Salvador and made a connecting flight to San Pedro
Sula in Honduras. I stayed in a hotel in San Pedro Sula and took a flight the next
morning that would make two stops, one at La Ceiba on die coast of Honduras, and one
at Roatan, an island off the coast of Honduras, before heading to my final destination.
Utila.
On the final approach to Utila, I stared at the Caribbean-blue ocean through
scratched plexiglass. We were flying south, and I imagined my horizon stretching all the
way to Africa; the milky- white clouds reaching the sea, then disappearing. My window
was an aquarium, filled nearly to the top; a ten by ten inch container containing miles and
miles of the sea’s power and weight—the eyes deceive from such a limited view , the
ocean appeared silent and peaceful.
The ocean rose in my window, as the captain announced our descent in fluent
Spanish. My forehead never left the glass, my eyes the sea, splotched with dark blue
shadows I knew to be coral reefs. Secrets holding secrets—the odd shapes and strange
colors—they remap the earth in the minds of those who have seen them. The sea
whispered, beckoning to me under the roar of plane engines. The ocean gained texture,
as w rinkles appeared on its once Oat surface, white confetti strewn about it in some
obscure, intricate pattern far beyond comprehension. The flight attendant readied the

cabin as the plane continued downward. I could see individual waves as they moved, the
lines of white foam yielding as they peaked. I heard the raspy hum of landing gears
grinding into position beneath me. The ocean danced where the wind caressed its
surface, like a sheet hung to dry in the sun. As the plane descended, the waves grew
curiously forbidding.
Still no sign of land, mere feet from its surface, I began to wonder if the captain
intended to land on water, plunging our vessel into the depth below. A loud noise, then
silence. Thai's how I imagined it would feel; a splash of ten'or-filled screams and tearing
metal, as the plane ripped through the water’s surface, then quiet, only the sound of my
breath. Inhale slowly, exhale slowly. The plane would sink, gently coming to rest on the
ocean floor.
An angelfish, colored by God a majestic blue, shaded yellow with paint from the
sun. would swim to my window. Her golden, wing-shaped fins enclosed in my airplane
window aquarium, I would name her Cassandra. I would tap on the glass and smile.
Breathe in, breathe out. She’d peer inside, curious to observe the strange creatures
within. Then, as fast as she anived, she would flap her wing-shaped fins and leave.
perhaps having spotted a crab or barnacle more compelling. But I would not be able to
leave, trapped in my plane, waiting. Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale. But the air would mn
out. and I wouldn’t grow gills. The urge to breathe would become everything, utterly
inescapable. Slowly, the build up of carbon dioxide would turn my blood into acid.
Eventually, I would black out. A loud noise, then silence.
Instead, by some miracle, the sight of concrete arrived in my window immediately
as the plane touched the ground, shaking violently as the captain eased it to a stop. The
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iwenty passengers aboard slowly filed out of the cabin, down the steps, and onto the sun¬
baked pavement, a cool breeze from the sea providing some relief from the afternoon
heat.
As I poked my head out of the plane’s undersized doorway. I took a deep breath.
savoring the sweet aroma of sea air in my nostrils. I scanned the area, immediately
surprised by what I saw’. The runw ay stretched right up to the very end of the island, lush
tropical plants lining the sides, as if waiting to take back what progress had stolen. I saw
a small gravel road in the distance. Five or six old trucks and a van were parked next to a
wooden pavilion that sat where the road met the runway. Actually, what I saw was not as
shocking to me as what I did not see. I did not see an airport.
The moment felt nothing and yet everything like I expected it to. It felt like
leaving home, as I readied to take on the world for myself. Up until that point, I had been
under the guidance of a mother figure. It was my mother who had suggested I study in
Costa Rica for the summer. Wliile there, my house mother washed my clothes and
provided my meals. Kath looked out for me whenever I dove in Costa Rica. The
Spanish director at the school I attended in Costa Rica, a beautiful dark-skinned older
woman, booked the buses and flights that eventually got me to this mnway on Utila
Island, Now it was just me.
As I waited for the captain to unload my baggage, I spotted a young British guy
with dark hair and a worn leather jacket who had just been greeted by a friend waiting at
the runway. He looked different from the other passengers, who were all much older,
clearly wealthy American tourists with large helpless eyes. They looked to their guides.
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instructors from their scuba shops back home, for what to do next, which turned out to be
to simply board the shuttle that had been previously arranged.
After grabbing my pack and my dive equipment, I approached the Brit and his
friend,

ho did not look as though they would be catching the shuttle for the privileged

few.
“So, what the hell do we do?'’ I asked awkwardly in the direction of the Brit who
just arrived, embarrassed to be exactly where I had planned, yet still so lost.
“I'll bet one of those cats could bring you to town, mate," he responded coolly, as
he started toward the old automobiles parked where the Rinway met the gravel road
before I could inquire further. I thought to follow, but the two Brits walked fast enough
away that I thought they'd rather me not.
I made my w'ay over to the group of beaten up cars and trucks, supposedly taxis,
and was immediately bombarded by drivers who wanted my business. Used to such a
situation from my stint in Costa Rica, I knew to be w’ary—newly arriving tourists are
easy targets for swindling an overpriced cab fare. To my relief, from inside an old
maroon mini-van, a round, dark skinned woman kindly invited me, in Spanish, to Join her
and her family. Next to her, on the dusty fake leather bench seats, rested two boxes of
Kentucky Fried Chicken, several shopping bags filled with assorted cookies and chips,
and a large blue ice chest, which I tried to sit on upon entering the van. Her husband, a
short, bald man, offered me a better seat on one of the dusty benches, volunteering his
own discomfort for a perfect stranger. Grateful for their kindness, I sat calmly, while the
driver loaded my tw'o bags into the back. The couple’s four young children, packed in
amidst the baggage, stared curiously in my direction.

5

The van headed down the gravel road, which was now lined on either side by
acres of Hat. fertile farmland. After offering a bit of background on my present situation.
I began interrogating the woman for information about the island, which she offered
graciously and in abundance. Almost as an afterthought, she told the driver where I was
to be dropped off. which turned out to be a nice, cheap place to stay.
A few minutes into our journey, tall, stilted houses replaced the low cut yellow
grasses of the farmland, and the road nan'owed, yielding itself to the gates lining the
edges of the street. In the crowded van, tlie towering houses along the narrow road lent
themselves to a feeling of claustrophobia which made it difficult for me to get my
bearings. The woman informed me we had entered “el centro,*' downtown Utila. When
we reached my destination, the driver got out to unload my bags and made sure the
family waiting inside could not hear him as he quoted my fare. Though still unsure of
Honduran cun*ency, I knew the price was probably higher than normal, but feeling
thankful for the hospitality and advice Td received on the ride, I gave him even more
than he asked.
As the taxi sputtered off, 1 stood alone amidst the odd sights and sounds of the
street and felt as I imagine John Muir did when he reached the Carribean,“A stranger in a
strange land.” Mopeds, motorcycles, and four-wheelers quickly hummed past me; dark
and light faces alike made their way up and down the broken pavement of the road as the
cool afternoon breeze rolled in. The road ran along the shore, and through breaks in the
houses and shops which lined the sea side I could see the magnificent blue of the open
ocean and the caps breaking on its surface, beckoning me in, once again.
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I was smiling, intrigued by the collage of local Caribbean accents in both English
and Spanish that permeated the scene. Several young Europeans wearing board shorts
and tank tops walked barefoot down the street, offering me a kind nod as I passed, as if to
say “welcome stranger to this magnificently strange land.

I felt as though Td stumbled

upon a secret place, brimming with experiences meant only for those with the proper
longing, those with the same glow Td seen in Kath's eyes when she told me to come to
this place, Utila-

a paradise for young travelers.

The sun had dimmed since my amval, hitting the open street at such an angle as
to make the assorted stilted houses gleam with a kind of surreal glow, signaling the end
of the day as people made their way home for supper. Although I’d found a place to stay,
at least for the night, I still needed to find a place to work while I studied to be a Dive
Master.
Thirteen dive shops run their operations along the solitary road that mns through
the little town located on Utila’s southern coast. As I made my way farther down the
road, continuing in the same direction I had arrived by taxi, I hoped to have the chance to
tour a few of the dive shops and begin deciding where I'd spend the next month working
and studying. The first shop I came upon seemed rather unremarkable compared to those
I’d browsed on the internet, some of which featured extravagant docks along the shore
and full bars set up. The worn mural of coral reef decorating the walls and lack of a
waterfront told me it was going to be less than desirable if I was to choose the best the
island had to offer. I ventured in regardless, perhaps only to have something for
comparison when I made it to the nicer shops down the road.
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When I walked in through the glass door, it was bustling with an assortment of
long-haired, trim Europeans, dressed in minimal clothing, who, whether reading or
chatting or working at the one unorganized desks on the opposite end of the room, failed
to lake notice of my an ival. I approached a young man in his thirties who seemed to me
to be the most responsible looking of the entire group although he wore nothing more
than board shorts: a set of keys around his neck projected his apparent authority.
“Hey there,** he said in a thick British accent. I would later learn his name to be
Simon.
I told him that I was looking for a shop where I could train as a Dive Master. He
called out to a woman in a cut-off t-shirt w ith boyishly short golden hair. She anxiously
poked her head up from the desk where she had been working and rushed toward me with
an OLitreached hand. Her name was Andrina: she w'as Simon’s girlfriend.
“Well, hello there,” she announced in a high-pitched raspy British accent, her
green eyes widening. A grin spread across her face, revealing an enormous pair of front
teeth that made her look like a rabbit. “Let’s have a seat, shall w’e? Could I grab you a
beer? I was just about to have one.*'
Though tempted from a long day of travel, I politely declined, not wishing to stay
any longer than necessary to have a quick look around. Having either not heard me or
simply choosing to ignore me, she skipped back energetically, holding two bottles of
Salva Vida, one held out to me that I graciously accepted. She led me to a brown wicker
bench with slightly damp pillows. She sat cross-legged,jittering like a young flirtatious
girl, and began to ask me about my trip, how long had I been in Utila, where else had 1
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been on the island. I answered honestly, but gingerly, wary of developing a relationship
with someone whose services I intended to refuse.
Enthusiastically, Andrina explained to me that Cross-Creek had five dive boats,
far more than the other dive shops, so that I'd always be able to get on a trip when I
wanted. It had cheap housing for its Dive Masters, one of only two shops to otfer on-site
housing. She explained that Cross Creek was more laidback than other dive shops
because most of their clients tended to be young backpackers, rather than upscale tourists.
“Even better," Andrina continued, tucking her rabbit teeth under her front lip, “if
you complete your Dive Master certification witli Cross Creek, you’ll dive for free here
for life." She paused, seeing in my eyes that I’d taken the bait. “Would you like a tour,
hon'?’’ She’d set the hook, and I followed her around the side of the building, past where
old men sat at a folding table, slapping down dominoes and yelling in thick accents,
“Don’t'ya even think it boyee." We continued along a winding brick pathway that
meandered past several locals’ houses where handmade signs advertised fishing trips and
passed a gray haired, white-eyed woman in a rocking chair humming a Christian hymn.
We walked until we crossed a small creek on a wooden bridge and stopped at what
Andrina called “the hotel,’’ which consisted of a large deck connecting a row of rooms. It
sat adjacent to a simply built building with two large portraits on the front, one of Bob
Marley and the other of Che Guevera. Bob’s lit Joint and the tip of Che’s rifle pointed
inward toward each other, and between them stood the doorway to the room which would
be mine if I chose Cross Creek. On the spot, I committed the next month of my life to
Andrina and Cross Creek.
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“Well fabulous," she chirped, while moving her face close to mine and placing a
comforting hand on my shoulder. “Why don't you go fetch your bags, and I'll go get you
a pillow and some sheets from the office? Have you eaten, dear?
I don't know if the smile I felt showed up on my weary face, but I knew I was
home.
That night, with Andrina and Simon, I dined at Dave's, a restaurant located in
front of the Dive Master House, which, by no coincidence, was owned by a man named
Dave. His place was the favorite of everyone at Cross Creek and,judging by the number
of customers that came in, several other tourists as well. Dave was an eccentric, short.
balding man in his forties from San Francisco. I first introduced myself to him by
complimenting his food, to which he responded, “Yeali, now that I quit shoving so much
coke up my nose, I can finally smell the fuckin’ food."
I would later learn from Dave that at a concert he swallowed a handful of liquid
acid that a drug dealing hippie spilled into Dave's palm by accident. The result: Dave
claims he tripped for an entire week.
"Tve seen the purple elephant," he’d tell me with a stem look on his face. “I’ve
seen that elephant, man."
Still, Dave knew great music, bands I’d never heard of from the seventies, and he
made the best enchiladas I have ever eaten. He was a character, like Andrina, and Utila
was full of characters with colorful stories.
My first night on Utila I had Dave’s pork enchiladas; Simon and Andrina had the
veggie ones out of moral obligation. After the meal, 1 headed back to the Dive Master
House to go to bed, anxious for sleep after a long day of travel. At the door I found a fan
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Andrina had left me that teetered precariously on a broken stand, but it would work, I
thought. I smiled as I laid down, pleased with myself to be not so lost, yet deeply
immersed in a strange and new world; it felt like scuba diving. That was when I
remembered that the next morning I would be div ing in the Caribbean, which, if I had not
been so tired, might have made it impossible for me to sleep.
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THE REEF
PERFECTION IS A PERCEPTION NOT BASED ON REALITY.
-THE DOCTOR

During the night, my fan had fallen from where I had it propped up against a wall.
and 1 awoke the next morning in a pool of sweat: the night air had done little to cool my
room, or the rest of Utila for that matter. After putting on my swim tmnks, I stepped
outside into the musk of warm sea air, filled my lungs to the brim, and sighed happily.
Dawn had barely cracked, casting a faint glow on the long wooden dock sun'ounding the
Dive Master House. I could hear a Talking Heads album playing from the equipment
room, where members of the Cross Creek staff were collecting gear for clients. The
clients were chatting in various languages as they sipped coffee out of white plastic cups
and munched on oversized muffins.
Morgan was one of my fellow DMT’s(Dive Masters in training). That morning, I
found him sitting on the steps in front of the Dive Master House smoking a cigarette. I
had met him the night before, but only briefly. He had a shaved head, a strong jaw, and a
tan body. He looked as if he’d been working on the island for a while. He offered me a
kind smile. “You diving this morning?” he asked.
Yup,’* I answered.

It’ll be my first time in the Caribbean since I was a little. 1

can't wait.”
“Well, good,” he said, inhaling the last puff of his cigarette before twisting the
cheiTy off and throwing the filter in the small trash can in the doorway. “We should have
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fun then—better start getting your gear ready." He stood up and headed for the
equipment room.
My first job as a Dive Master in training, Andrina told me the night before, was to
have fun. enjoy the diving, and to get acquainted with my suiToundings. The thought of
finally jumping into the peaceful, clear water of the Caribbean made my skin tingle with
anticipation—something else was causing it to itch terribly. I had seen cats around and
wondered if they had brought fleas into my room. 1 learn tliat the culprits were actually
sand flies, little gnats with a bite like a horsefly. They left red bumps that would spread
when you scratched them. Some people would leave the island after only a couple of
days because of their tormenting presence.
I tried to ignore it as best I could while I gathered my scuba gear: my wetsuit,
mask, fins, snorkel, vest, and regulator. I double checked my gear and mentally walked
through the process of putting it all on to make sure I hadn't forgotten anything. It would
have been humiliating to forget something on my first dive off Utila, and I didn't want
them thinking that I was as inexperienced as I was feeling at that moment.
For the past two months, I had been diving off the Pacific coast of Costa Rica out
of Manuel Antonio beach, a small surfing community outside of the town of Quepos. I
was there studying Spanish with a group of students from my college in Mississippi. It
was my first time out of the United States and my first time scuba diving since seven
years prior.
Normally, two months of diving would be enough to make anyone confident in
their abilities, but it was rainy season in Costa Rica. Every afternoon it rained, and every
morning I had Spanish classes, so I didn’t get to dive nearly as much as 1 had wanted to.
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Conditions during rainy season were temble for diving-

●the constant rain carried silt and

debris from the rivers into the ocean making the visibility atrocious. The weather created
enormous waves that made for an uncomfortable, if not scary, dive experience, though it
made the surfing great, 1 w as told. At times, when stmggling to see underwater, amidst
the haunting surges created by Costa Rica's giant waves, I doubted my own enthusiasm
for the sport. On my first dive in Utila. 1 hoped to rekindle my love for scuba diving.
By seven. Cross Creek’s main dive boat, the Ulysses, was lined with silver tanks,
and everyone's gear sat in little piles on the deck. Like many of the other dive boats on
the island, the Ulysses w'as painted bright yellow and could accommodate as many as
thirty divers. As the captain cut on the large diesel engine, a cloud of dark diesel smoke
poured from the back of the boat. Morgan untied the bow rope and pushed the thirty-five
foot boat off the dock, and we headed out.
The captain steered the boat through the small canal, lined with sunken boats and
stilted homes. One of the Dive Masters stood to give the speech that I would hear almost
every morning and every afternoon during my stay on Utila: “Hello everybody, welcome
aboard the Ulysses. Please say hello to our captain, TeiTell (Everyone: “Hello Terrell").
Under the overhang is the dry area of the boat, please put anything up there that you do
not want to get wet. In the back is the wet area, for anything you want to keep wet. In
the front we have an emergency first aid kit, as well as emergency oxygen, and, of
course, the emergency cookies, in case you get the dive munchies. There is also water in
the orange jug, so please keep hydrated. Staff on the boat: we have the instructors. Dive
Masters, and Dive Masters in training (whoever they may be for the dive), so as you can
see there are a lot of experienced divers onboard. Please ask them if you need any help.
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Please do not get off the boat until advised by the Captain. If, on your dive, you hear a
loud metallic banging, that will be the emergency recall. If you hear this, you should
surface and swim back to the boat. Please remember during your dive not to molest the
fish or touch any of the coral. Okay, everyone? Let's go diving!"
Everyone clapped and then grabbed their gear to begin setting up for the dive. As
I did the same, I got a chance to talk with Morgan for a bit. He was from South Carolina
and seemed happy to see a fellow Southerner on the island. He used to work w ith
computers in some warehouse, until he met Brandy, his girlfriend. After only a month or
two of dating, she asked him if he wanted to go traveling with her, and he quit his job.
They packed all of their belongings in his truck, stashed it in the woods near one of his
friend's houses, and headed out across the U.S. Eventually, they left the country and
traveled to Central America.
They had never dived before, so they headed to Utila, where they heard the diving
w'as cheaper than anywhere else in the world. They got their Open Water certification,
which is for beginners and allowed them to legally scuba dive. They enjoyed it so much
they got their Advanced certification, so they could do deep dives, wreck dives, and night
dives. Having fallen in love with the island, they decided to go for their Dive Mastser
certification, so they would work as dive guides and assist with training courses. The
Dive Master certification required them to get CPR certified and complete the Rescue
Diver course. So Morgan and Brandy, with a heap of debt they’d accumulated on credit
cards from the States, were just about to finish their Dive Master certification. When I
met them thev were about to start the instaictor’s course. Not more than two months
earlier, Morgan had spent his days contained in a warehouse, hunched over broken
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computers. As incredible as I thought this story was. I came to understand tliat it was
actually a common story for many of the Dive Masters and instructors on the island.
Utila had a way of grabbing hold of people.
Thirty minutes into our trip, the boat reached our destination, a dive site called the
Labyrinth, named for the intricate maze fonned by its numerous canyon-like stmctures
called swimthroughs. A range of species used the area as shelter from larger predators.
Divers loved to swim through the structures, searching for hidden treasures such as
lobster or moray eels, while enjoying the feeling of being almost entirely surrounded by
the reef, free to explore its hidden crevices.
The reef suirounding Utila is called a fringing reef, which means the reef extends
directly from the shore, as opposed to say a ban'ier reef, which has an area of water
separating the reef and shore. Utila's reef completely surrounds the island and extends
thirty yards to one mile out from the shore, until it reaches the area called the reef crest,
and begins its descent ninety degrees downward,forming a wall of coral called the fore
reef. The wall height varies from sixty to over two hundred feet and is where you find
the majority of aquatic life.
Morgan and I suited up and went through the normal pre-dive safety procedures.
We used the acronym BWRAF(Bruce Willis Ruins All Films), to remember the steps.
First(B) we checked the BCD (the buoyancy compensator device), which allows the
diver to maintain neutral buoyancy underwater and creates a feeling of weightlessness
that gives the diver complete control. Through a device called the low-pressure inflator
hose, the jacket-like BCD fills with air from the tank that can then be released when
necessary. Next w'e checked our weight belts(W), making sure they were securely
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fastened and easily ditched by a fellow diver in case of an emergency. The weight belt
allows a diver, who is normally positively buoyant, to sink below the surface of the
water. The regulator(R)converts the high-pressure air in the tank to a lower pressure.
making it breathable. It normally has four hoses, two with mouth pieces at the end called
second stages

one for the diver and the other for the diver's buddy in case he runs out

of air or his equipment malfunctions before the dive is over. The third hose connects to
the gauges, which show the amount of air left in the tank and the diver's depth. The last
hose is the low-pressure inflator hose, which connects to the BCD. To check the
regulator, we breathed through each other's second stages checking for blockage or
malfunction. Next, we checked each other’s air(A), to be certain each tank had at least
3,000 PSI. The “F" in the acronym is the final overall check and final okay to go ahead
and dive.
After Morgan and I gave each other the final okay, we did what's called a giant
leap, in which the diver, while breathing air from the tank, secures his mask, second
stage, and weight belt with both hands, then takes a large step off the side of the boat, and
plunges into the water below. Having put a decent amount of air in our BCD’s, we
popped right back up to the water’s surface and gave the “above water ‘okay’ symbol” to
the captain, by touching a closed fist on the crown of our heads.
Anxious, but not quite ready to submerge, we began yet another acronym of
procedures. “SORTED” would ensure our descent was a safe one. First one diver
signals(S) to the other, “Are you okay to go down?” This is done by making an “okay”
symbol with your hand—no head banging for this one,just the traditional circle made up
of the thumb and index finger with the others in the air. To finish the communication, the
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diver points his thumb downward, which will mean “Are you ‘okay* to go ‘down?'" The
reply should be identical; “yes, 1 am ‘okay* to go ‘down/*’ Next, the diver orientates
himself(O)by looking down so he doesn't hit a reef on descent, then notes where the
boat and his buddy are in relation to the surroundings. The diver then puts the regulator
in his mouth (R)and checks the time(T)so he'll know when they must ascend to the
surface to avoid getting decompression illness. Then the diver and his buddy equalize
(E)and descend(D)by lifting the low pressure inflator hose and pressing the release
valve, emptying the air from their BCD's. Equalizing releases the air trapped in the
spaces of the diver’s ears and is accomplished through the highly sophisticated technique
of holding your nose through your mask while trying to blow air through it.
I apologize if you're feeling a bit like you've just put down a scuba safety manual,
but these are the things that beginners must know: I wouldn't be able to bring you under
with me if you didn't know them. As a reader, it would be robbing you of the experience
to leave them out. It is why there are Dive Masters.
We help acquaint you with a world you never thought existed. We won*y so you
don't have to, so you can enjoy what we enjoy. I am starting to realize how much writing
is like scuba diving. It is about adapting to a new environment, becoming as close to a
fish as is humanly possible.
The best parts of diving, Tm finding, are far more difficult for me to put into
words, as my words never seem to do them justice. I can tell you fish names, the
varieties of snapper, grouper, gobies and blennies—but 1 know that it would not be
enough to really comprehend them. I can describe the reef, the collage of exotic colors
that exist in the alien world of a coral reef, but you still won’t know what it feels like to
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hover weightlessly above a field of such strange creatures or to breathe underw'ater. No
words exist that adequately capture it, but 1 hope to give you a glimpse of this world that
cannot be comprehended from pages of a book.
I can tell you that when I dove with Morgan that day, 1 fell in love all over again.
I rediscovered the peacefulness 1 remembered and loved about diving. The lack of
communication underwater always causes my thoughts to move inward. The sound of
breathing—deep, focused breaths—brings me into a meditative state. I want it to last
forever, always knowing it never will.
Morgan moved elegantly along the reef wall, using long, efficient fin strokes to
propel his body forward. I tried to do the same as I soaked in the vibrant colors and odd
shapes of coral whose name I’d yet to learn. It didn’t matter to me though. I gazed
broadly over the new world, fascinated by its beauty—it seemed in utter peace, perfectly
balanced. I felt the same way about Utila, a strange new world full of exotic, young
travelers from all over the world, different cultures converging, bonded by a unifying
appreciation of the natural world.
But this was only my first impression.
As we explored the reef, Morgan pointed out scorpion fish disguised as coral that
I would have never seen otherwise. He led me through swimthroughs hiding giant moray
eel, giant fan coral stretched out above the canyon-like formations, swaying delicately
back and forth in the current.

Back in the Dive Master House that day, Morgan took me to the room he shared
with Brandy to show me me pictures he had taken just a week prior to my aixival.
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pictures of a whale shark. A girl in an orange swimsuit, whom I would later know as
Gore, a fellow Dive Master in training, dangled apprehensively above the silhouette of a
giant shark with yellow spots, its mouth gaping.
“Holy shit!” I told Morgan.

You really see those here?”

He nodded.
The shark was enormous, too large to be fully comprehended in a photograph. I
felt as if it held all the secrets of the ocean inside its relatively small black eyes. The
shark seemed unaffected by its visitors, too large to care. To me. it seemed to dwell in
some mystical realm among giants we only know from fairytales. And so began an
obsession that would stir my dreams for nights on end. 1 imagined the day 1 would meet
the whale shark and extend my hand towards it, beholding its power; dwarfed by its
magnificence, the shark would offer some secret to our existence, an answer to mine.
The truth is that I felt it would be a good story, and I needed a good story.
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DMT’S
‘ONE VOICE IS SAVIN'.‘ NOW GO TO SCHOOL OR LEARN A TRADE
AND BE A GOOD LITTLE CONSUMER." AND THE OTHER VOICE IS SAVIN*.
“NOW WHAT THE FUCK IS UP WITH THAT SHIT?
-THE DOCTOR

My room in the Dive Master House had a splintered wooden bunk bed with tacks
and nails jutting out that I was sure would get me later. It only had one mattress that was
on the bottom bunk, and I didn't bother to cover with a sheet. It looked clean enough,
and sheets were really just an unnecessary comfort that reminded you of home. I kept the
window open at night and sometimes most of the day to allow the breeze to sweep
through. I tied the face of the fan with the broken pole to the splintered supports of my
top bunk using a string from one of my two bathing suits and a shoe string from one of
my hiking boots and fashioned it so that the fan oscillated up and down my body,from
my face to my toes. Proud of my work, I left the door open, partly to let in breeze, and
partly to show my new roommates what a crafty guy I was.
People in the Dive Master House were always looking for little inexpensive ways
to improve their standard of living, fixing little problems that may or may not need to be
fixed. If anything, they could always fall back on the fact that they'd lived in worse
conditions; they were travelers and could accept little discomforts for what they were,
little.
These were the other DMT’s that I lived with in Utila:
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Brandy and Morgan lived in the first room on the right. Brandy, a young, tall.
beautiful, feisty bitch from California who proudly claimed every one of those attributes.
and Morgan, a half Cherokee from South Carolina who recently spent his days in a
warehouse filled with computers, seemed to have nothing in common but a love for each
other. Having been together a year. Brandy and Morgan hoped to finish their instmctor
training so they could stay in Utila, or some other warm climate for the rest of their lives.
Brandy constantly bitched at him, but he'd learned how to deal witli it, knowing which
boundaries never to cross, like trying to talk to her in the morning before she had her
coffee and banana muffin from Jitters, the little cafe up the road.
Niamh, pronounced (Nev), lived in the next room down from them, tlie one across
from mine. Though full-blooded Irish, she hadn't been back to Ireland in quite some
time. She’d been wandering about Central America for several months and planned to do
so even more before heading back. She was going to return to Ireland once she finished
her Dive Master training, but only long enough to make enough money to finish her
instructor training in Thailand, another popular dive spot for European travelers. She
lived with Iris, a French girl who had been traveling through Central America as well.
Iris had thin brown hair and a kind smile. Having arrived at the same time as me,
Andrina made Iris my partner through the Dive Master training, which meant we’d be
seeing a lot of each other.
Peter, from Czech, Vera, from Slovakia, and Booboo and Mitzey, the cats they
found in Canada, lived in the two rooms towards the back of the Dive Master House.
Peter and Vera had been traveling together for over four years and no one knew whether
they were lovers, friends, or family members. They’d lived in separate rooms and
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bickered in a language no one understood. They’d traveled on two worn out motorbikes
through Russia, crossing the Bering Strait by ferry into Alaska, then down through
Canada and toured the U.S. and Central America before arriving in Utila, where they had
been for almost a year.
Gyson lived in the room across from Peter at the end of the hall. He was a
slender, short-haired ex-lawyer from California who, upon discovering Utila, decided to
drop it all and become a dive instRictor. Utila had many exes; ex-lawyers, ex-ministers,
ex-bankers, ex-nuclear engineers. Two weeks after my arrival, Gyson would finish the
rest of his Dive Master training, return to the States to tie up some loose ends, and then
head back to Utila to finish his training as an instructor, hoping to find a job somewhere
in the Caribbean.
Gen*y lived next door to Gyson, in the room next to mine. He was a short, skinny
Italian with a thin goatee, who looked no more than eighteen years old, but was on the
threshold of turning thirty. GeiTy, named after Jerry Garcia, had Just finished his rescue
training and wanted to start his Dive Master training, but he was running out of money.
The forty dollars a week he earned as at cook a the Utila Dive Center bar was enough for
him to live on, but not enough to pay for his training.
Laura and Sarah lived in the room at the front left of the house, also next to mine.
Laura had pale skin and a round face, though still quite pretty. Having just finished
“Uni,” as the Brits call college, she’d ventured to Utila to get her Dive Master
certification. She invited her friend, Sarah, a pal from home to join her for a vacation
before heading back to work in England. They spent most of their time flirting with two
wcll-loned Australians who worked as Dive Masters at Utila Dive Center. Trying to gain
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respect as a Dive Master, Laura studied vigorously and got on every dive boat she
possibly could. Sarah never seemed nearly as concerned.
Sarah had a clever-sounding British accent that made her come off as playfully
sarcastic and a face covered with tiny, cute freckles. When the Dive Masters ate together
at Dave's, she would twirl her sandy-blonde hair between her thumb and forefinger, as
she hailed marmite, a kind of beer-butter spread, as the “pinnacle of man's creation." She
wore a revealing blue-flowered bathing suit that showed off her cute breasts, but in a way
that made it seem unintentional.
It was easy to fall in love on Utila—with Utila.
We dove together, ate together, and drank together. We studied to be Dive
Masters together. We studied the ecology of the reef, memorizing the families of fish,
the types of coral, and how the two interacted. We learned the physics of diving, how
and why the increased density of water affected a diver’s buoyancy, how it refracts light
from the sun, how gasses react under pressure. We studied the physiology of diving, how
pressure affects the human body, the problems it can cause. We were required to learn
about all sorts of diving equipment: computers, charts, regulators and BCD’s, how they
work, as well how to convince the divers to buy them. The instructors taught us how to
teach scuba diving skills to students in a way that made them easy to understand and easy
to perform. They taught us to be sensitive to clients with varying degrees of skill, how to
look out for them, keep them comfortable, and reassure them of their safety.
Though most DMT’s struggled with the required book-leaniing—ecology,
physiology, physics, and equipment—I breezed through the subjects, passing the written
tests with relative ease. I had been studying in college for three years and was used to it.
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whereas many of the DMT’s were in their late twenties or early thirties and hadn’t had to
study in years.
Though 1 did well with the academics, I struggled with the more practical
elements of guiding a scuba dive, things that many of the DMT’s excelled in. Almost all
of the other DMT's spoke better Spanish; they worked more efficiently, and they
answered divers' questions more confidently. On my briefings before the dives. I
frequently left out important details, which Andrina would remind of and scold me for.
Once, in an effort to deliver the promised “forty-five minutes underwater," I
inadvertently led my divers into a school ofjellyfish near the surface. It was near the end
of the dive. I should have just cut it short. The red lashes from jellyfish tentacles on the
divers’ anns coupled with the utter displeasure on their faces confirmed the gravity of my
eiTor, as did Andrina. These were a beginner’s mistakes, but with each mistake I learned
more, and I grew more confident.
The first time I saw Sarah Sutton, I didn’t introduce myself, as I know I should
have. It led to an awkward silence between us during our next several encounters, but I
was content to admire her from a distance, holding a secret crush, and telling myself that
I didn’t actually have a chance with her anyway. When she handed me a drink at Coco
Loco, the popular bar among the divers, and said to me in her cute British voice, “1 don’t
think we’ve met,’’ she ended our awkward silence and began our initially awkward
dialogue.
With techno music blaring, I nervously asked her questions that I already knew
the answers to, thanks to Morgan: “Where are you from? What are you doing in Utila?
How long are you going to stay?

Despite my nervousness, she hung around that night
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and indulged me for a while. After that, we started spending a good bit of time together.
She talked about England, and I talked about Costa Rica. We gossiped about people in
the Dive Master House.
One night, after all the DMT's ate dinner at Dave’s, Sarah and I sat at one of the
white plastic tables talking, after everyone else had left. We talked about traveling to
e.xotic places in Central America while sipping lukewarm beer. I welcomed her flirting
w hen she reached across the table and touched my arm at a particularly exciting part of a
story she was telling.
When Dave turned out all the lights and left the restaurant, we moved over to the
Dive Master House and sat on the steps side by side. After telling me a story about her
time spent in Columbia, she cocked her head sideways, pressed her open palm against her
ear. and looked at me, saying “kiss me” without uttering a word. I knew my part, told
myself, “Kiss her, Blake. Just kiss her,” but I didn’t. I continued making small talk until
she told me she was going to bed. I missed my chance and would not get another one
before she left Utila—a beginner’s mistake.
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IRIS
-WHAT YOU SEE ISN'T ALWAYS WHAT YOU GET.
-THE DOCTOR

Iris anived on Utila the same day I did. her body worn from travel like so many
others who stumbled in from the feiTy. They usually slept for days before meeting their
neighbors and going out on a dive boat. Iris got in the water as soon as she could.
She was my age, twenty-one. She had thin brown hair and a large smile. She had
a nose ring and a little extra weight around her hips. When I met her, a bloody sore
covered half of her bottom lip, and she wanted to know if she could still dive with it. It
was crusty and oozing fluid; she covered it with her hand as she talked. Andrina told her
to cover it with Vaseline.
Iris’s deep hazel eyes always seemed wrought with confusion or perhaps
wonder—sometimes these things get lost in translation. Iris was from France and asked
too many questions. She asked me questions I couldn’t answer, about the island, about
diving, about fish and coral. She asked me questions as if 1 had been on the island for
years, when she knew that I had arrived the same day as her. Brandy told me I should be
more sympathetic, that English wasn’t Iris’s first language, but I knew it was more than
that—Iris was a girl who wanted to know everything. I was a guy who wanted to give
the impression that I knew it all. Her questions exposed my inadequacies. I was
inexperienced and untraveled. Since the day that I met her, I could tell she liked me but I
couldn’t stop seeing the oozing sore on her bottom lip, even after it healed.
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Wlien on vacation, we let our eyes get the best of us. Superficial sights become
the objects of our fascination. What you see becomes who you are and why you are here,
or there, I suppose. Wherever you are, when a blazing crimson sunset ripples across the
quilted clouds, you hear those around you mutter, “You can't see this at home."
Sometimes you say it yourself.
1 would argue that what we do is less than seeing, more like looking. Looking is
more exploitative, like the way a man lusts over a woman’s body at the beach. He scans
the curves of her tan body. He becomes obsessed with the waistband of her bathing suit
bottom held taut below her navel, like a tight rope suspended across her hips, imagining
his hand slipping beneath it. The pleasure he derives is unrequited and uninvited, but he
feels no guilt because all he did was look.
All we did, as divers on Utila, was look. It is what separated us from them: the
fishermen. But as with fishing, there were good days for looking and bad days for
looking. Fishing, you never know what you will catch until you’ve caught it. Scuba
diving, you can never tell what you will see until you’ve seen it. It is the way the ocean
breathes, reminding us that we are at its mercy.
One breezy evening, two weeks after Iris and I arrived, the ocean churned with
adventure, as we set off under a fading, crimson sunset to go on a night dive. Usually as
night settles in, the wind slacks off a bit, and the ocean settles down. On this night, as the
light dimmed, and our eyes adjusted, we could see the moonlight reflecting off the white
caps of the choppy ocean. When the Ulysses left the safety of the harbor, the boat rocked
fiercely from side to side, forcing us to hold on for deal* life. The boat's big yellow hull
ramped off oncoming waves, sending our stomachs to our chests. Our muscles cringed in
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unison as the bow crashed back down into the sea, dousing our womed faces with cold
sea-water.
There were eleven passengers on the boat: Terrell, the captain, Simon and Joe, the
instructors, four students who had never been on a night before, and four fun-divers.
which included Iris and me. My attempt at lessening the anxiesty of the worry-faced
students consisted of me gripping the roof of the boat, spreading my legs out wide, and
letting out a holler like a cowboy riding a bull. Tm not sure that it helped them very
much, but it did a world of good for me.
When we arrived at Moon Hole, most of our gear was ready to go, so we were
able to suit up right away. Terrell, Simon, Iris, and I tried to help the other divers
maintain balance by holding on to the back of their tanks as they waddled toward the rear
of the boat. When the boat dipped to one side, they'd slide to that side, but we kept them
upright at least. When we reached the back of the boat, they’d step off into the water and
we’d return to help the next diver, until they were all safely in.
As Iris and I donned our gear for the dive, I could tell she was alive with
anticipation, which seemed odd to me, since she had been on every night dive that had
gone out since she’d been on Utila. I tried to act nonchalant, as macho as possible.
unaffected by the conditions.
When we jumped in, flashlights in hand, I felt that familiar cold rush of water
over my body, that dangling feeling that half your body is exposed; I was ready to get
under, we ail were. We knew that once we got under, everything would calm down, as it
always does, and we would settle into the serenity of the ocean depths, unaffected by the
wind and waves on the surface.
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However, this dive was different, and 1 realized it as soon as my eyes slipped
beneath the surface. Purple streaks surrounded me in a storm of color—they moved too
fast for me to tell what they were. As they brushed against my exposed skin. I realized
that we were in a school of sardines. They contoured around our bodies, encapsulating
us as they passed.
Iris and I followed Simon's group to the bottom of Moon Hole. The dive site is
an oval ring of coral with a large white sand patch in the middle. At the center of Moon
Hole is the buoy line where the boat ties off—it’s an easy dive to navigate at night, since
you simply have to make your way around the circle then head to the center to find the
boat. I didn’t know any of this at the time because I had never dived Moon Hole, and it
was dark. I simply followed the lights of the group, hanging back with Iris, letting
myself get lost in the wonder of this mysterious world.
Phytoplankton flickered in dancing specks when disturbed by the fins of the
divers in front of us. The purple streaks continued to flash in all directions, sporadic yet
constant. Phosphorescent algae exploded in random puffs of neon green and blue,
disappearing as they scattered. The neon algae swirled away if I dipped my finger in it. I
was mesmerized.
At night, new creatures come out. You see the big-eyed squirrelfish patrolling the
reef, hunting for food, whereas during the day they are nestled safely in shady patches
along the reef. The neon blue common octopuses come out of their holes, scourging the
reef for food by molding their bodies to the shape of the coral they pass over. At night,
the colors on the reef look more vibrant, the coral seem to come alive, but the reef itself is
not really that different from its daylight counterpart.
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It is actually our perspective that changes. The reef looks foreign to us at night.
just like all things seen in darkness. In different light, you see things clearly that you
never noticed before and the things you expect to encounter are seemingly absent. We
were fascinated when someone scared up a large sea turtle that had been resting on the
reef. Turtles are a common sight during the day. but in the darkness this sighting took on
an air of reverence.
Near the end of the dive, Simon moved to the sand patch in the middle of Moon
Hole and knelt down, motioning for his students to do the same. Iris and I stayed behind
the group, observing, as Dive Masters are trained to do. As I watched Simon signaling
for the students to check and report the amount of air left in their tanks, a horse-eye Jack
darted behind his head. The sighting was quick and a bit unnerving.
It suddenly occurred to me that the purple flashes and streaks of sardines that had
captured my attention would have caught the attention of the bigger fish like the jack that
swept past Simon's head. I looked up and shown my light into the blackness above,
illuminating a chaotic feeding frenzy. As the silver minnows schooled in all directions,
horse-eye jacks darted across my line of sight. I gasped and grabbed Iris's arm,
motioning to her to look upward, following the beam of my light. I could see a smile
through her regulator, as she lifted her eyes and like mine, were filled with pure,
unadulterated wonder.
The ascent was bittersweet. We hated to leave the world we had just fallen into.
but above the water we could talk about it. As we hit the surface. Iris tried to speak, but
the weather had worsened, and waves crashed over our heads. We kept our regulators in
our mouths to avoid swallowing the saltwater. We could see the boat being tossed about
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as the waves crashed against it. We had entered a whole new dimension of chaos, where
purple streaks of lightning flashed around us, illuminating the sky.
Simon decided that it was too rouah to board the boat as usual. We’d have to line
up behind the boat, regulators still in our mouths, and time our approaches with the
rhythm of the waves. Approaching the ladder when the hull was lifted could cause a
diver to get sucked under and injured when the wave lowered tlie boat again. The divers
boarded perfectly with Iris and I boarding last.
I gave Iris a drained, sentimental look.
“Dat, it...1 dunno...it was magnificent. Da colors and...” she rambled, unable to
formulate the English necessary to verbalize the thought.
I felt like we had just made love; we’d experienced the unexplainable, together. I
gave her a warm,exasperated smile and then wrapped my arms around her, holding her
in a passionate embrace, allowing the physical to express what I knew words could not
explain.
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TOURISTS AND LOCALS
●WHEN A MAN'S FOLLY BECOMES REALITY, EVERYBODY STOPS

laughing;*
-THE DOCTOR

The Paya Indians, the first human inhabitants on Utila, never knew war until tlie
Europeans arrived—resources on the island were abundant, limiting conflict. Of course,
resources were abundant when the Europeans arrived as well—for decades, the Spanish
would run slaving expeditions on Utila, and, later, the British would Christianize the
Indians and use them for slave labor. This is the story of Utila, generation after
generation—islanders and outsiders.
While I was studying in the dive shop office, I overheard Andrina telling Joe, a
fellow Dive Instructor, and Jules, the head of Cross Creek at the time, that one of her
students had gotten beat up the night before after leaving the bar. It had been the second
incident in three days, apparently the same assailant in both cases. The night before at
about three in the morning, the attacker, a kid no more than eighteen years old, had given
Oily, Andrina’s British student, two black eyes and a busted lip, getting away without
taking a single hit—Oily didn’t fight back. 1 asked Andrina why, and, in fact, insisted
that for that very reason, that Oily didn’t fight back, the kid would continue to attack
dmnk, “ninny” I believe is the word I used, tourists. She warned me never to fight back,
that they would only pull a knife.
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■*I swear to God,” Joe huffed, his crooked front teeth poking out of his mouth.
His lion's mane of hair frizzled from a day in saltwater and sun. “This island would be
perfect if it wasn't for the fucking locals.
Then something happened that I recognized having grown up in the South.
There was a pause.
There was a pause because what Joe said everyone in the office had heard before
and allowed it to be said before, maybe even agreeing with it. But that’s not why it
happened, the pause. It happened because Jess, a Utila local who worked at Cross Creek,
was sitting behind the desk in the office where she usually sat, her dark face, nomially
weighted with exhaustion but can*ying a bright, white, welcoming smile, now seemed to
be full of discontent.
“T'enks,” she said, tucking her bottom lip under the top, her eyes facing
downward.
Joe's body seemed to coil, as a look of embarrassment swept over his face. Jules,
the boss, went over to Joe, leaned in with her entire body, threw her leg up, and gave him
a swift kick in the ass.
But it was too late. There was a pause, and in those short seconds I realized that I
had not stumbled upon an island in perfect harmony, I had not escaped the troubles I
thought only existed in the South. Utila had problems, and, until that time. I would have
only blamed it on disorderly locals who took advantage of passive, peaceful travelers.
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DAMSELFISH
‘WHY USE A POLITE WORD FOR SOMETHING AS VULGAR AS
CANCER?"
-THE DOCTOR

The reef is oveipopulated with damselfish: dusky damselfish, threespot
damselfish, bicolor damselfish—juvenile damselfish with orange Mohawks.
Damselfish are tenitorial algae farmers that will bash into passing fish to keep their area
free of intruders. Each damselfish farms its algae in a little patch, helping it spread. The
algae kills surrounding corals, but the damselfish doesn’t care.
Honduras has no coast guard, so laws in existence are not enforced. Sometimes,
there are rumors of big Japanese fishing boats camping out in the waters around Utila,
harvesting all the fish they can before moving on. The damsel fish overpopulation is
mostly due to over fishing. Most large groupers, barracuda, snappers, etc. have been
fished out so there are no longer enough predators to keep fish numbers in the healthy
range. Conch have also been drastically over fished. Conch do not reach sexual maturity
until five years old and most conch taken from the water for restaurants on the island are
very immature(maybe a year old) so the entire reproductive process is in danger—same
with the fish. One large grouper or snapper will lay as many eggs as fifteen small ones.
Conch is the main source of food for spotted eagle rays, so no conch, no rays. No big
fish, no sharks. Twenty years ago, Utila’s harbor was full of sharks of all species.
I am told that over fishing causes most of the reef’s problems, except, of course,
for death by plastic. Trash covers Utila, piling up more and more every day, hidden in the
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mangrove swamps. It never stays in one place; it comes and goes with a storm or a
change in the weatlier pattern. It will land on shore or float aw'ay with the tide. So much
trash sw irling in the water: the jellyfish, the turtles, and the fish clog their insides with
plastic and die. Of course, the severity of this problem is hard to measure because you
don’t see it happening unlike the steady decline of big fish.
Beyond that, there’s the decline of the reef. Tourists walk on the reef, they hit
it with paddles when they kayak over it, and every touch breaks down the corals'
protective coating, leaving them susceptible to infection. People touch it while diving,
whether intentionally or not, oblivious to the damage they are causing. But most of them,
maybe none of them, will everfeel the damage, not the way others will.
Andrina and Simon hosted an environmental awareness meeting every week at
Bundu, a popular restaurant among scuba divers on the island. There they tried to spread
awareness of environmental concerns that related to the island’s ecosystem. They
implored those who came, none of whom were locals, to be careful with their water and
electricity consumption. They discussed a program they had started to collect old
batteries that were poisoning the water when dumped with the rest of the trash. They
reviewed fish and creatures that should not be consumed: eel, snapper, grouper, lobster,
conchs—all reef creatures were off limits. These were the treasures that kept tourists
coming to the island to scuba dive. Of course, tourists loved to eat freshly caught lobster.
a big filet of snapper, or conch soup while on vacation in the Caribbean.
Andrina, as well as other instructors on the island, taught me to see that those who
minimalized the precious, delicate reef into dollar signs were uncivilized and undeserving
of domain over the island’s environment. It was the local fishermen who were
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in-esponsible and greedy, and, without a Coast Guai'd on Utila, they could over fish
without apprehension or restriction. Scuba divers like Simon and Andrina were saviors
of the island, stewards of the ecosystem. They came from Europe to save the islanders
from themselves. 1 believed this wholeheartedly.
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JUNGLE JIM
*‘ONE MAN’S HOBBY IS ANOTHER MAN’S WHISKY;EXCAPE IS
EXCAPE, BE IT A SUBSTANCE OR AN ACTIVITY.
-THE DOCTOR

According to Andrina, Jungle Jim was an alcoholic. When he learned from his
doctor in Austin. Texas that he had only months to live he packed up, said his final
goodbyes to whoever cared, and checked out of the life that was killing him. He moved
to Utila to spend his final days filled to the brim with liquor in the warmth of the tropical
sun. His final days had stretched into years, and Jungle Jim was alive and living well on
Utila.
I met Jungle Jim on my required visit to the hyperbaric chamber, the life-saving
land-based submarine that pressurizes and depressurizes the bodies of divers suffering
from the bends, a complex potentially fatal condition with a deceivingly simple name.
As divers descend the air in their tank grows denser and thicker from the pressure, and
their bodies absorb excessive amounts of nitrogen. If they ascend correctly, the pressure
decreases, and the nitrogen harmlessly leaves their body. However, if their ascent is too
steep, their body reacts like a carbonated drink that was shaken well before being opened;
the body fizzes with nitrogen bubbles. Sometimes they’ll exit through capillaries in the
skin, and the diver merely suffers from a bad rash. Other times, they’ll collect in the
joints and cause sharp pain in the diver’s limbs or restrict blood flow near the lungs and
make the diver feel like he or she can’t breathe. In the worst of times, a bubble will
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travel to the diver's brain and block the blood flow. In these cases the diver doesn’t have
long to make it to Jungle Jim and his life-saving submarine.
My first encounter with Jim was outside the entrance to the hyperbaric chamber.
which w as housed in a large red brick building just a ten minute walk from Cross Creek.
Me had a large belly that clung to his bright purple t-shirt in a circle of sweat, a greasy
mound of curly hair on his head. He was leaving with a thick-boned red-headed woman
w ho had tattoos for sleeves, and a red bird painted on her right forearm. Her nose and lip
were pierced with silver studs. I asked him if he knew when it would be open. He gave a
little sigh, looked at his companion, and she nodded her head toward the door.
“Well, I can take a second," he said kindly, grabbing a set of keys from the right
pocket of his khaki shorts and unlocking the double doors. He stepped inside, flipped a
light sw itch to the left of the door, and introduced himself as Jungle Jim, the chamber
operator. Appearances were often deceiving on Utila. I followed Jim to the chamber,
anxious to see the lifesaving machine I’d read so much about, the one that remedied so
many of the physiological problems that can occur when scuba diving.
The room that housed the chamber looked like a normal hospital room. It was
filled with medical equipment: IV stands, heart monitors, shelves lined with bottles of
medicine. However, my eyes were riveted on the large chamber occupying the back of
the room. I felt a sense of reverence looking at it, knowing it could reverse the damage
caused by the damage of decompression illness. It looked like a space capsule, polished
white with little round circular windows lined with large steel bolts. I noticed a poster
taped to the capsule that logged the times and depths of the last person who had used the
chamber.
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“When was this from?'* I asked Jungle Jim. He had taken a seat at a desk near the
double-doors, which he had left standing open. The woman with the bird tattoo stood
outside the entrance, leaning on a brick fence, smoking a cigarette.
“Four days ago," he answered. “She was dehydrated, did some deep dives, and
started getting symptoms. That's how most people land themselves in here..."
I peered inside the little round window. The inside of the chamber looked rather
unremarkable, nothing but a few areas for sitting on one end and a kind of miniature
stretcher on the other, enough room to uncomfortably house three grown men.
“They drink too much at night and dive early the next morning. It's a dangerous
game," said Jim.
I examined the array of knobs, dials, gauges, and buttons on the side of the
chamber, which looked far too complicated to ask Jim to explain to me.
“People need to be warned," Jim continued. “They need to be aware of the risks
of what they’re doing. They don’t even know the long-term effects."
His words, the matter-of-fact way he said them, gave me an uneasy feeling that
lasted even after he let me out and locked the door to the chamber behind us. Divers
don't consider the risks of their hobby. I believe that even if they did find some link
between scuba diving and cancer, people would keep on diving. A few might stop, but
most would keep it up, every now and then proclaiming, “I’ve got to quit," while heading
out for that “one last dive."
Evening was settling in on Utila as I walked back to Cross Creek. The crowds in
the street had thinned; the noise of motorbikes and four-wheelers had grown quiet as a
cool, refreshing breeze swept in.
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I ate at Dave's that night with Andrina and some of the other staff. Not feeling up
for conversation, I quietly sipped my room temperature beer. When the bottle was
empty, I pushed back my chair and walked over to Dave at the counter to get another. He
popped the cap of a Salva Vida, slid it a few inches in my direction, and marked the
purchase down in his spiral notebook.
When 1 came back to the table, the tone of the conversation had grown solemn.
They were discussing some missing tanks. Andrina smiled at me as I sat down.
“Be sure to alw ays lock the compressor room.’* she told me. “We might need to
get another lock,*’ she said to Simon.
“Who would steal tanks?” I inquired.
“Well,” Andrina said,“Our leading candidate is a woman on the island named
Robin, she’s an alcoholic.”
“Bloody lunatic really,” Simon piped in. “She has some fetish for piddling down
to over 300 feet, usually while drunk.”
“On regular air?” I asked, somewhat shocked. With regular air, as opposed to
some mix of other gases, divers begin to get a sensation called nitrogen narcosis at about
a hundred feet. It causes delirium, inability to perform minor functions, as well as often
intense fits of laughter. Some people have even claimed it causes hallucinations. The
feeling can be dangerous at a hundred feet. I couldn’t imagine three.
“Yes, it’s incredibly dangerous. But she’s not allowed to get tanks from
anywhere on the island. She’s fucking bonkers!” Andrina sat back, crossed her legs and
took a sip of her beer. “She killed a man.”
My eyes widened.
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“She took a friend of ours, Pedro, diving once, brought him down to over 300
feet, of water. He panicked and shot up to the surface.
I sucked in air through my teeth, grimacing as I imagined what that would do to a
person.
■‘Dead when he surfaced," Simon added.
Andrina continued, “We tried to prosecute but nothing came of it. We did get her
banned from every dive shop, but she still gets tanks somehow, bugging shops until they
finally relent and rent them to her. She's fucking dangerous. You might see her around,
she had tattoos covering her arms."
I started to speak, but Simon cut me off.
“Wlien they drew his blood..

he said, leaning forward a bit.

with nothing but air, red-tinted bubbles, that was all.

The syringe filled
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THE SHARK
THE HUMAN RACE, AS A WHOLE, NEVER HAD CONTROL.
-THE DOCTOR

The first thing I noticed about Gore was the silver ring that hung over her two
front teeth, pierced through her pink gums. 1 noticed it because Td never seen anything
like it and because it was abrasive, like the tattoo on her stomach of a white mask facing
a dark mask with lines like wind flying between the two. Gore was from Spain and
struggled with her English, however, she loved to practice. On the island, I was rarely
able to practice my Spanish with her because she always wanted to practice her English.
Gore loved to dance and to party whenever she got the chance, but she was serious about
her job.
Gore and I went out on the Ulysses one day, where we were assigned to lead eight
divers, which, as any Dive Master knows, is almost too many to manage. Some divers
are like scared little puppies, following obediently behind their Dive Master, mimicking
your every move, desperate not to be left behind. These were our favorites, as opposed to
those who would get perturbed with having a guide, although their lack of certification
required it. On this trip, we had two big teethed, loud-mouthed Brits that fell squarely
into the second group. The two friends laughed and joked obnoxiously while heading out
to the dive site, completely ignoring the briefing.
Gore and I planned to divide the eight divers into four groups of buddies; she
would take the Iront and lead the group, while I kept an eye on them from behind. The
plan, which sounded logical and easy, proved far more difficult to put into practice.
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Our first dive of the day was to the Halliburton, an artificial reef made from an
old tanker. I always hated leading this trip because it was a deep dive, in which you had
to cut the time at the bottom close to the decompression limit. Furthermore, on this day,
there were over five boats parked above the wreck. Underwater, amidst a crowd of rising
bubbles in the disarray of the overstocked wreck, I desperately tried to follow Gore, while
herding the group, but the two boisterous Brits found a bike caked with rust and barnacles
and decided to take pictures riding it. I tried to be patient with them as the group moved
on but eventually had to signal them to move up because you can’t stay at 110 feet for
more than ten minutes. I assumed they weren’t paying attention to the timing. They
looked annoyed with me as they swam back to the group.
Our second dive was to a site called Ron’s wreck. This wreck is far smaller than
the Halliburton, and in order to find it, you have to follow a compass accurately or you
are certain to miss it. Gore and I set up the group in the same order as before and headed
out in the direction of the wreck. We passed over a field of brain coral, gorgonians, and
sea fans, though there weren't many fish to be spotted. We’d swum about fifteen minutes
or so, which was ample time to reach the wreck. It was apparent to me that we were lost.
At this point. Gore signaled to me to stay with the group and headed to the
surface. I moved to the front to take control of the situation, being careful not to lose
their attention. Then it happened.
I could feel the shark’s presence before I saw it. Something changed about the
entire scene. It was as if the blue water was being sucked into the hole from which the
shark appeared. I was becoming attuned to this new world.
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Things are always quiet underwater, but in the shark's presence, it turned deathly
still and silent. The creature faded into view directly in front of me. Its head careened
back and forth with a silvery gray color that I recognized from shark videos, but had
never witnessed in real life. It swam mere feet from me then followed down the line
checking out each member of the group. I was worried someone might panic; I was
wonied I might panic, but the shark simply continued on its way, far less concerned with
us than we were with him.
Gore returned to the group, put us on the right track, and we finished the dive
without further incident. As soon as we hit the surface, I pulled my regulator off and
^9

hollered with excitement. “Tell me y’all saw that shark, guys. I shouted. “That was
amazing! It was the first one I've seen underwater.'
“What shark?" one of the Brits asked.
“The one that swam beside us when Gore was at the surface." I replied in
disbelief. “You didn’t see it?
66

He huffed at me. That wasn’t a fuckin’ shark," he said.

66

I’ve seen fuckin’

sharks, and that sure as hell wasn't one."
I didn’t argue with him; he was a client, and I had nothing to gain from it.
However, after the dive, I looked it up in a reef fish identification book. The obnoxious
Brit was right; my shark encounter had been nothing more than a rendezvous with a
cobia.
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THE DOCTOR
“A DOCTOR ONE DAY AND IN THE DUMPSTER THE NEXT: UNTIL I
RETURN, I WILL NOT REST.”
-THE DOCTOR

The day before my departure, I awoke at the crack of dawn and sleepily shuffled
out of bed. putting on a pair of khaki shorts and my staff t-shirt. In the hallway of the
Dive Master House I looked into the mirror and saw a stranger. My face looked thin,
burly from not having shaved in a while. My body was tan and contoured, and, as I lifted
the bottom of my shirt, I saw muscles peeking out on my stomach where a white belly
used to be. I smiled and wondered if they’d recognize me back home.
Stepping outside, a cool morning breeze held the sand flies at bay. The day
before, I had taken three deep-voiced, tattooed Austrians on two dives, completing the
lead dive necessary to become a licensed Dive Master. A snorkel test and a physical from
the local doctor were all that I needed to complete my certification. The medical clinic
was at the end of the road.
I made my way down the wooden dock, through the corridor of houses that lead
to the street. In my pocket, I carried a copy of Paco's Story that I found in Dave's
collection at the restaurant and thirty lempira, enough to pick up a coffee and cinnamonbanana muffin from Jitters.
Jitters was a little coffee shop located in the cinema,just past the bakery. If it
was open, two macaws would be perched on the tall wooden gate entrance. The panots
were companions to Bob, the proprietor, a pleasant, partially deaf American from Seattle.
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“Today's my last day,” I told him through the sliding glass window above the
counter.
“That’s thirty,” he yelled back, clearly not having heard what I said.
Bob handed me a cup of hot coffee in a thin plastic cup that I had to hold by its
top with my fingertips. I felt the heat rise into my palm. I placed the large muffin in my
pocket, saving it for the wait at the doctor’s office that I had heard could take hours.
which is why I was leaving at six. though the office didn’t open until ten.
Have a nice day,” he yelled, as I started down the road.
As the sun emerged over the stilted houses lining the street, the road became a
glinting yellow. I’d worn my red running shoes in preparation for the walk. I felt happy,
and my feet felt light, as if I might start skipping moment.
After a long but pleasant walk, I arrived at the community clinic, a small white
building wrapped by a white picket fence and finely manicured grass. Gray, rotting twoby-four benches made up the waiting area, which was located outside of the entrance to
the building. Seated close to the entrance was a scraggly man with long, thin, pasty legs
and hair that jutted out in all directions, as if his head were stuffed with straw.
“Good morning,” I offered as I sat to secure my place in line. “Early, huh?”
“Yeah, it is.

He adjusted himself in his seat, crossed his legs, and placed a

beginner’s scuba book in his lap. His accent seemed a bit muddled to me.
“So, where are you from?” I asked him kindly, knowing that question could lead
anywhere.
He explained that he was from England, but taught history at NYU. He was the
first university professor that I had met on the island and seeing him on my last day only
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reminded me of what I was heading back to. It w’asn’t getting back to the class work that
bothered me. as I had always done well with relative ease. Rather, it was tliat my studies
only seemed to apply to some distant future that I couldn’t be certain would ever exist.
especially since I w'as starting to believe I would rather teach scuba diving above
anything else. On Utila, every day's lesson could be applied to my job, that day—it w’as
life lived for the “now” and I loved every minute of it.
After chatting with the professor for only a few moments, the conversation
waned, and I reached for my book. I was at the part where Paco arrives home from
Vietnam, near the beginning.
“Could I ask you something?” the professor inquired. “You work for a dive shop,
right?” I nodded in assent, realizing I was wearing my Cross Creek staff shirt, “Well,”
he continued. “I'm here because I had asthma as a kid, and they won’t let me dive.
unless I get a doctor’s approval.”
“Yeah,” I said, trying to sound upbeat though I knew that dive shops rarely ever
let anyone with a history of asthma dive.
“If you haven’t had problems in a while, I don’t see why the doctor wouldn’t
approve of you diving,” I answered. It was simply too early in the morning to deliver
disappointing news. I figured he would deal with the reality of his situation a little better
once it was warm outside, and the sand flies had quit nabbing at his skin.
.At about seven, someone else aiTived, a pretty girl from Chicago with dark hair.
She told us that she was in Utila on a break from doing volunteer work somewhere in
Honduras. After only a moment, seeing my staff shirt, she asked me the same question as
the professor.
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“I’ve played sports my entire life and never had a problem with asthma,” she said
in a hostile voice.
I gave her the same pleasant lie that I gave the professor. She sat stiff and
straight, occasionally slapping sand flies biting her ankles. The professor offered her
some baby oil.

It helps.” he said, “They get stuck in it.”

She rubbed the lotion on her ankles and arms before leaning back against the rail
of the porch and crossing her amis. “Well, I’ll just go anyway,” she announced. “If the
doctor says I can’t do it. I’ll just go to another dive shop and not tell them about it.”
I saw the professor’s eyes perk up a bit. They both exchanged a devious look, and
then their eyes turned in my direction. I gave a shmg and a smirk so as to say, ●That’s
certainly an option.”
At 10:30 an overweight man with pale legs opened the front the door to the clinic.
Having been waiting for over three hours, the three of us were pleased to finally see some
sign of action at the clinic. The man was wearing a blue scrub top that was hung up on
his belly and didn't quite reach his waist. He had on a pair of khaki shorts showing too
much of his thick, hairy legs.
I assumed he was the doctor. Doctor John, they called him—I was told he was
quite a character. After a moment of rummaging around somewhere inside the building,
the man called us over to a desk near the doorway and told us to write our names in a
spiral notebook. 1 realized then that he was Doctor John’s nurse.
“Do you know how long it will be?” the professor asked impatiently.
“The Doc’s not even here yet,” the nurse answered dryly.
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After putting our names on the list, we slumped back down on our bench to
continue our tediously long wait.
Some locals joined us, an elderly white man and his young son, then an
overweight w'oman w ith tw o children in tow. After a while, the nurse came out again and
asked which of those in the line were scuba divers—the three of us gestured, and the
locals added their names on the list.
After only a few minutes, the nurse called for the elderly man and the young boy
and escorted them to a waiting room inside. 1 saw the professor’s face fluster, a look of
utter dissatisfaction on his face. Living on Utila for a month now, I had learned to be
patient, especially in such circumstances.
After another thirty minutes, the professor was called in and then myself. The
nurse brought me into a waiting room that closely resembled a storage closet, a tom and
ratty medical bench was the only sign that it wasn’t. I sat down on the bench, careful not
to touch anything else, since I doubted anything was sanitary.
Cardboard boxes filled with medicine and labeled in black magic marker with
words I didn't recognize lined the walls of the room. They appeared to have no
distinguishable order about them. Like so many other things on Utila, the medical system
appeared to be in chaos.
The disheveled room only heightened my excitement about meeting the Doctor. I
heard he was downright wacky, and that the visit to Doctor John’s office was an
absolutely essential and unforgettable part of becoming a Dive Master on Utila. I knew
he was from the States, and that he had moved down there some time ago. He’d
published a book called Exccipefrom the Human Race that was filled with hundreds of

50

little blurbs of wisdom. He aired a television show on the local access channel about his
practice. He even had a t-shirt for sale that he displayed behind the front desk of the
clinic. Everyone knew everyone on the island to be certain, and all of them knew Doctor
John.
He loved and hated scuba divers. He loved them because they were easy money.
Not that he loved money, but giving a physical was, for the Doctor, a quick way to make
twenty bucks. Furthermore, the scuba divers always paid, whereas many locals couldn't
always afford his care. The list on the front of his clinic, listing who owed and how
much, totaled over twenty thousand dollars. But the Doctor also hated scuba divers. He
hated them because they lived counterproductively to his purpose. Scuba’s not always
healthy, sometimes it's downright dangerous, and the clinic was the first place divers
with ailments turned to. Of course, when an emergency arose, the tourists didn’t ask for
medical attention, they demanded it, as if they were back in the States, or England, or
Spain. Still, the Doctor gave his help whenever he was called and to whomever needed
It.

When the Doctor finally came in the waiting room, I almost laughed out loud. He
wore nip-flops, board shorts, a Hawaiian shirt, and a stethoscope—the only doctor on the
island, credibility didn’t seem to be an issue for him. He was scrawny looking, with long
brown curly hair that came down past his shoulders. He moved quickly, grabbing the
form that needed a doctor’s signature from my hands as soon as he walked in.
“Son y it took so long,” he said. “Had a kid with a broken arm come in.”
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I assured him it was fine, though I don't think he even listened. He didn't say
much, only what a Doctor usually says when giving a physical: “Any pain? Breathe in
slowly, now breathe out. Turn your head and cough.
The only question I could get in was “where are you from?
“Ohio." he answered.
It was quick and easy. He signed my form, and I left my twenty dollars at the
front desk. As I was paying, I saw the girl I met in the waiting area storm out of the
office with the professor.
*T wouldn’t have come to this damn island if I knew tliat I wouldn’t be able to
dive," the professor barked angrily as he headed for the street.

It’s the only reason I’m

here."
At the Utila Dive Center bar that night, everyone gathered around as Joe
announced that I would be taking my snorkel test, the final test to see that 1 had what it
takes to be a Dive Master. Joe sat me down in a chair next to the bar. He put a scuba
mask on my face with a snorkel attached that had a two liter bottle, cut in half with the
top facing down, taped to the top.
Joe said ready, set, go, and began pouring rum and coke, mostly rum, down the
two liter bottle, into the snorkel, and down my throat. While he poured, he assured me
that I was almost done. “Blake, you’re doing great. Just a little bit more. A little bit
more. Come on Blake, you can do it. You’re close. You’re real close. Come on,just a
little bit more.
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There was never actually an end to reach. I had to give up—that’s the way the
snorkel test works. I found this out after chugging more mm than any human should, and
1 think more than anyone else there had ever seen.
There was a moment soon after, after everyone had congratulated me, after I
puked off the side of the dock, that I felt euphoric, as if I’d entered a brand new world, as
if I was tloating. It didn't last long enough though, only a few moments, but it’s the last
thing I remember before waking up the next morning, covered in vomit, with no time to
shower before catching my flight home.
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10. BACK HOME
“ONE CAN EXCAPE THE AVOIDABLE,BUT MUST ACCEPT THE
INEVITABLE.**
-THE DOCTOR

WTien characters return from a green world, home is different. Of course, home
doesn’t change, that's the point, the characters do—this is the most important part of an
initiation story. It's like Ed in Deliverance, who kept practicing with his bow, reliving
the moment he killed a man and, in the process, became a man. Perhaps we never really
leave the green world. Home feels the wake of something adventurous, the echo of
places we Vv'ish we still could be.
I left Utila to finish up classes in college in Mississippi. It was my senior year,
but I would be finishing up all of my classes a semester early, so I knew that by
Christmas I could make my escape. I began working for my school’s outdoor program,
leading kayaking, hiking, rafting, biking, and sailing trips to places all over the South. I
studied wilderness emergency first aid, figuring the skill may come in handy on my
future travels. I continued prepai'ing to jump off, while tying up loose ends. To graduate
from my honors college, I had to complete a thesis, which had been on I830’s Southern
dialect writing. After I returned, I decided instead to write a book about Utila, about
scuba diving, about becoming a Dive Master.
I signed up for an environmental writing class, in which I studied Bartram,
Audubon, and Muir all the way up to contemporary environmental writers like Janisse
Rav and Rick Bass

I ate their words up, hoping to find some way to explain what I saw
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underwater, some inkling of direction to verbalize the fascination I felt and still feel for
the Natural world. I wanted to be able to explain what had happened to me,how what I
experienced related to how I had changed. I had changed, enough so that people didn’t
recognize me at home, and I wanted to let that feeling linger, as if home was somewhere I
didn't really belong. Sometimes, though, I just wanted to brag about being a Dive
Master—it sounds better if you emphasize the “a” in Master—a Dive Maaaster. This is
w'hat I told the girls in bars back home.
There was the brunette my second night back. The cuter blonde a week later who
kept telling me how skinny I was now. I had a fling with an older art student who hardly
knew me, but told me how “cool” I was. There was even a night with a Spanish
professor from my school, the one from Costa Rica that we all used to gawk over, telling
each other “the things we would like to do to her.
I voraciously explored each of their bodies, took away proud stories, and never
called back. They called me, messaged me, and smiled big when I saw them again on
campus or at a party. But it was too late, I had moved on. Tm a traveler, I thought to
myself. This is a way to live, on the move, no regrets, no worries.
There was a problem, however. As I said before, the green world exists at home
in echoes. Like waves, they dissipate slowly. My tan began to fade, and my body grew
softer. Utila drifted to the back of my mind, feeling more and more like a dream,
whereas it used to be the most important thing in my life. I was that island.
I started writing about the island to rekindle the memories of the place I adored so
much, the people I had fallen in love with, the lifestyle I craved, but little details escaped
me. I had begun to forget the names of fish and coral I used to know by heart, and I
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began to forget what the road to town actually looked like, not just how it felt to go down
it for the first time. My thesis advisor at school began nagging me for pages of my book
that I just couldn't muster up. I decided to return to bring it all back. I wasn’t sure if it
would really work, but it didn't matter, it was a reason to return to my island. I would
travel as soon as the fall semester ended—I had no classes left to take, only a book to
write

I was standing at the water's edge, ready, once again, to leap.

56

11. RETURNING
“ONE MUST CONSTANTLY SUFFUSE THEIR PSYCHE WITH THE
LIGHT OF HOPE AND NOT SURRENDER TO THE DARKNESS OF
DESPAIR.”
-THE DOCTOR

Wendell Beixy, a prominent environmental writer, wrote a book called
The Unsettling ofAmerica. In the opening passage, he writes.
One of the peculiarities of the white race’s presence in America is how little
intention has been applied to it. As a people, wherever we have been, we have never
really intended to be. The continent is said to have been discovered by an Italian who
was on his way to India. The earliest explorers were looking for gold, which was, after
an early streak of luck in Mexico, always somewhere farther on. Conquests and
founding were incidental to this search—which did not, and could not, end until the
continent was finally laid open in an orgy of goldseeking in the middle of the last
century. Once the unknown of geography was mapped, the industrial marketplace
became the new frontier, and we continued, with largely the same motives and with
increasing haste and anxiety, to displace ourselves—no longer with unity of direction,
like a migrant flock, but like the refugees from a broken ant hill. In our own time we
have invaded foreign lands and the moon with the high-toned patriotism of the
conquistadors, and with the same mixture of fantasy and avarice.

Thi.s is the last book I read before returning to Utila in the winter, after finishing
classes. I didn't know it then, but this one book would change everything for me.
by allowing me to see what my eyes could not. It would help my story find me.
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When I returned to Utila, I wanted to bring someone from home to see the
paradise I had discovered. I decided to bring my best friend, Adam Vinson. Adam had
never left the country, and, in fact, absent a road trip we went on to Washington D.C., he
had never left the South. He had lived in Mississippi most of his entire life, and at the
time, had no plans to leave the area. His father owned a farm that Adam would inherit
one day, and he hoped to eventually settle down on it and work the land. I wanted to
expand his horizons with this trip, to show him the world, its almost endless possibilities.
1 wondered with excitement how the young, free-spirited European travelers on
Utila would take to Adam. Though a brilliant and handsome guy, tall with short brown
hair and a kind, honest smile, he had a thick Southern accent that caused those who'd just
met him to apply all the stereotypes of the South to his character—simplicity, ignorance,
and intolerance. 1 would enjoy watching him counter their misplaced perceptions.
Extremely intelligent, he studied philosophy and psychology in college and had a unique
sensitivity to people’s characters, their emotions and motivations. I felt that he above all
others might be able to help me get my mind around what made Utila so unique for me.
I decided that we shouldn’t fly into Utila this time. We were both short on
money, and I wanted Adam to see more of Central America than Just Utila. We flew into
San Pedro Sula, stayed the night at a hotel, and took a bus the next morning to La Ceiba,
on which Adam could admire the green, mountainous landscape of mainland Honduras,
scattered with derelict shanties and worn down farmhouses. From La Ceiba we took the
lerry. the Utila Princess, to the island. This is the way that all of the other backpackers
traveled to Utila.
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When the Utila Princess pulled into harbor, the dock was bustling with locals
greeting relatives returning from trips to the mainland, some unloading supplies that they
had picked up for their restaurants and other businesses. Adam and I grabbed our
luggage and made our way through the commotion, grabbing our luggage and making our
way to the street, w here we were immediately bombarded by swarms of Europeans
wearing board shorts and dive shop t-shirts passing out paper flyers as they tried to
recruit new'comers to the dive shop they represented. I kindly declined the flyers,
entreating them not to waste the paper, but many refused to let us pass without at least
taking one—it was their job, they said.
It was there that I saw my first familiar face, Graham, an instructor from Cross
Creek.
“I know you,'’ he said with a smile.
“Hey!” I answered awkwardly, not immediately recalling his name, and I quickly
introduced him to Adam. I felt awful to have forgotten who he was, but, then again, I
told myself, that was why I had come back to Utila.
Graham was an Australian in his early forties, skinny with short, thinning brown
hair. He was soft-spoken, a bit passive at times, but had always taken the time to hang out
with the younger Dive Masters. He had come to Utila about a year earlier while traveling
through Central America and had gotten hung up like so many others. Graham was on
the street recruiting divers, but, once he found Adam and me, he seemed satisfied to
return to Cross Creek. He could walk in the dive shop with new faces, which would be
enough to appease his boss.
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It was a gray afternoon, as a thick bank of clouds had settled over the island. It
looked as though it might rain soon, but I still felt delighted to inhale tlie warm sea air.
especially when considering the cold winter weather Adam and I had left behind. As the
three of us walked slowly down the uneven pavement of the road I had walked down so
many times before. I asked Graham about whom I might still know on the island.
“Well,*’ he said. “Morgan and Brandy are still here. They are managing Coral
View dive shop at the end of the island.
1 smiled when I thought of seeing them again, imagining not much had changed
for the two of them, besides perhaps having moved out of the single room they shared in
the Dive Master House.
“Gore is still at Cross Creek. She’s an instructor now.
“But,” he continued. “Most every one else has left.” In Graham’s calm Australian
accent, I heard a twinge of melancholy.
“Andrina and Simon left the island,” he said.
I stopped walking, and Adam and Graham took a couple more steps before
pausing as well.
“Really?” I responded in disbelief. The two had been the leading fighters for
environmental concerns on the island. It angered me to think they could just leave, give
up what they had fought so vehemently for. It was then that the reality of the situation
began to churn in my stomach, and Graham affirmed it with a nod.
We continued walking and before long I was back in the Cross Creek office,
though it looked extremely unfamiliar. The furniture had been reananged and the walls
had been freshly painted. I didn’t recognize a single face—I felt like a stranger. I
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introduced myself to someone behind the desk who I quickly learned spoke only broken
English. In fact, I realized that the entire office was filled with Spaniards. In the best
Spanish I could muster, I helped Adam sign up for his Advanced scuba diving course and
explained to the clerk that I was a former Dive Master at Cross Creek, which meant I
would be diving for free. The Spaniard behind the desk gave me a key to an open room
in the Dive Master House. I saw the number six written in black magic marker on the
keychain, and I smiled, realizing that by coincidence Adam and I would be living in the
same room that had been mine over the summer. Of course, for an English major writing
a book, coincidences like these are never merely coincidences, but meaningful facts that
pull things together. I was back on Utila, back in my world.
That night, Adam and I ate at Dave’s as we sipped semi-cold beer, periodically
slapping at sand flies. Adam had remained quiet for most of the afternoon, as if he was
soaking it all in, trying to get a grip on this new world he had just entered, and this was
the I'irst lime I would get a chance to really talk to him about what he had been feeling.
“Ya know, man,” he said in his Southern accent, after taking a sip of his beer and
setting it down on the white plastic table.

Fuck you.

I laughed out loud because I knew exactly what he meant.
“I never knew a place like this existed, and now I’ve got to go back to
Mississippi?”
What Adam said didn’t surprise me. It was exactly what I expected him to feel; I
just didn’t imagine he would feel it so quickly, even before the first dive.
The following week, Adam would be in the water every day, diving at every
possible opportunity. Even though my dives were free, I didn’t get in the water much. I
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spent more of my time walking down the street, collecting my thoughts, figuring out what
I should write about in my story.
Any chance I could, I would head down to Coral View where Morgan and Brandy
worked and bonow one of their kayaks. 1 kayaked through a little inlet that ran through
the mangrove swamps in the center of the island to a beach that people rarely visited. It
was filled with trash: bottles, flip-flops, broken sunglasses, tampon boxes, condom
wrappers—conch shells that had been harvested, their tops cut off so no other creatures
would be able to inhabit them. I started bringing a trash bag or two, picking up what I
could, know ing that even if I put it in a trash can, it would likely end up in the
mangroves.
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12. NOTHING’S CHANGED
●WHO’S IN CONTROL OF WHAT, AND WHAT’S IN CONTROL OF WHO?
-THE DOCTOR

The first Europeans to spend any significant time on Utila were pirates, English
buccaneers who used the island as a safe location in the Caribbean to seek out treasure in
the hulls of Spanish ships in the outlying waters. It was not until 1630 that British
Providence companies of Puritan settlers began inhabiting the island. After ten years,
however, Spain would take control of the island, and order the removal of all islanders,
including the Paya Indians. In 1742, England would retake the island, installing their
first military settlement, only to be ousted by Spain in 1749, who would hold the island
until 1779, when England reclaimed it for three years before losing it back to Spain.
Their occupation would last until the Spanish-American Revolution, when Honduras
received rights to the island. Then in 1852, Queen Victoria would make a controversial
move by violating the Monroe Doctrine, announcing Utila as part of the Bay Islands
Colony to Britain, so once again England would control the island. This would last
through most of the nineteenth century, until Honduras finally reacquired it.
Nevertheless, many locals, though older now, still hail the island as part of England,
clinging to the motherland in spirit. In 1965, the first hotel was built on Utila.
Things had changed at Cross Creek when Adam and I arrived. The owners of
Cross Creek, who also owned Utila Dive Center, decided to move most of the Spanish
employees from Utila Dive Center to Cross Creek and most of their British employees
from Cross Creek to Utila Dive Center. I assume the change was intended to
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accommodate clients better. Regardless, Utila Dive Center was getting far more business
now. and the owners gave them the bigger and faster boats, the Tristan and the Martini.
At one point, the Utila Dive Center had so much business they borrowed the Ulysses
from Cross Creek, forcing Cross Creek to use the Octopussy for several days, which
could only hold ten divers. Without the faster boats. Cross Creek wasn t leading any
trips to the North side of the island, and divers always prefen*ed a trip to the North Side.
It w as harder to get to. so it had less diving activity, which equated to more fish, more
undisturbed reef to explore. More importantly, a trip to the North Side meant a chance to
spot and swum with a whale shark. One mention of this and clients would fork over
whatever cash was required.
The Spaniards at Cross Creek fought back though; there was supposed to be a free
exchange of equipment between the two companies so that whenever either company

was

overrun with clients, the other company would supplement the demand. Cross Creek
stopped lending their equipment.
Graham spoke no Spanish, so he never hung out with the people at Cross Creek,
and if he w as to stay on the island, he needed more students to teach; but the Spaniards
rarely gave him work, aside from the occasional Brits that made their way into Cross
CTeek. One day, I saw Graham lend out two regulators to a cute British girl who worked
at Utila Dive Center. I was outside of the Dive Master House when the new boss at
Cross Creek found out about it, and yelled at Graham for what he had done. Graham said
alright, but didn’t apologize. It occuned to me that Graham, despite his passivity, may
have been a pirate of old. A week later he told me that he was leaving, for good.
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13. PUMPKIN HILL
“THE ANSWER IS JUST OVER THE NEXT HILL.”
-THE DOCTOR

As an English major, I was trained to look for consistencies. For this reason, as a
writer living out a story, I spent my time searching for pieces that fit neatly into place.
wary of those that didn't. But things seldom go according to plan—I was foolish to
think I was writing a story, when the story was actually writing me.
Since I first arrived on Utila, 1 wanted to climb Pumpkin Hill, the highest point on
the island (which still isn’t very high, about 1,000 feet). It sticks out like a giant, green
breast on the cast side of the island. It’s inviting, seemingly easy to conquer, but anyone
who has tried to climb it can tell you that it is a mysterious devil. Ask around, you’ll find
that no one on the island, even locals, knows how to get there. They know someone who
knows, but that someone is never around or has left the island. They say if it has rained
in the last few days, you'll never make it. Everyone has been meaning to get there, but
no one ever stops diving long enough to go.
I know how to get there.
There are two ways to get to the top of Pumpkin Hill: there is the easy way, and
there is the other way, the way Adam, Graham, Matt, Sarah, and I took on New Year's
Day.
This Sarah, a whole new Sarah, had thick, curly, dirty blonde hair, “The hair of a
Rasia.” someone told her once. She had a round face, eyes set to the sides. She was
always laughing, always chatting, but still always listening. She alw’ays wanted to hear
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more, to learn all that she could. She had that traveling bug, when new things are the
most important and the most interesting things.
Sarah was a Scouser, which meant she was from Liverpool. It’s on the north side
of England, which is the more industrial, working-class area of England. Their North is
like our South. The Scousers have their own version of English, less “posh” would be the
best way to describe it. Basically, they have a word for just about everything that you
will never find in a dictionary.
Sarah was in her late twenties. She used to work for a company, but she got tired
of making money for people who didn’t deserve it, so she sold her car and headed to
Central America to work for a volunteer organization called Tekforce. She had Just
worked there for two months, and was now traveling. Her plan was to head south
through Nicaragua, skip over Costa Rica (too touristy, she said), and make her way to
South America.
WTien I first met her, she seemed to fancy Matt, sitting next to him when we went
out to eat—touching his arm when she leaned forward to speak. I’ll admit it bothered
me. After all, her name was Sarah, and, thinking about my story, I immediately found
meaning in that. It was a second chance—to be with her would show development in my
character.
Matt and Sarah were the same age and both British. Matt had short, blond hair
and a young face. He was from south England, a Dive Master at Cross Creek, and, like
Graham, spoke no Spanish, which meant he was a bit of an outsider at the dive shop.
Actually, lie didn't speak much English either, responding with a drawn-out “yeah” to
absolutely everything you’d say.
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"We’re gonna grab some food. Matt, wanna come?”
“Yeah.”
“I think I’m gonna get on the morning boat to dive tomorrow. Matt
"Yeah.
“Matt, do you know that every word out of your mouth is ‘yeah’?
“Yeah.”
Really, though, he was a nice guy. I didn’t want to compete with him. Matt used
to be a chemical engineer, but now he traveled—his next move would be north to Belize
somelime in the following month.
It was my idea to climb Pumpkin Hill, and I managed to motivate the others to go.
Graham, who had been living on Utila for a year now, still hadn’t climbed the hill. I was
happy to inspire his climb.
We set out at noon, unsure of how long it would actually take to get there. Our
plan, well, my plan, which we seemed to be following, was simply to walk towards the
hill and find our way there. It was the best plan I could come up with, since I couldn’t
find a soul w'ho had ever actually been there. The hill was out towards the airport; I knew
the road would lead us that far. It took about an hour and a half of walking, all of us
pouring with sweat when we finally reached the runway.
From our vantage point, the hill seemed incredibly close, as if we could reach out
and touch it. However, its base was surrounded by a mile or so of impenetrable, green
jungle. At the end of the runway, towards the ocean, it appeared that we could walk
around the forest, making our way along the coast in the cool sea breeze and reach the
hill. But Adam spotted a trail that led into the dense forest, and Graham felt we should
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take it instead. It seemed promising; it was in the right direction, but it also seemed too
easy. If none of the people Td encountered ever found a way to the hill, the trail could
not have led to it.
The trail, blazed by four-wheelers, ended abmptly at a barbed wire fence. When
we stopped to contemplate what to do next, mosquitoes swarmed us, and with malaria
prominent in the Bay Island area, we humed for the mnway, heading back in the
direction we came. We found two more trails off the runway, seemingly heading towards
Pumpkin Hill, but both led to dead ends at barbed wire fences, marking a farmer's land.
We then decided to leave the mnway for the road that led back to town, hoping to
head up the left side of the hill. As we walked back, we passed the wooden pavilion next
to the mnway, where a plump Hispanic local was taking a nap, though he was supposed
to be guarding the private planes parked near the mnway. As we started to pass him, he
woke up and looked in our direction.
1 leaped at the opportunity to ask him how to get to Pumpkin Hill, and he actually
knew! He told us two ways to get there, one would be by the road, which was longer, but
the terrain was flat. The other was by the “playa," which means beach, as I had
suggested in the first place—of course, I thought that meant it would be made of sand.
Sarah was in flip-flops, so at the time it seemed perfect.
The beach was actually made ofjagged coral rocks of all different sizes. The
walk was far from easy, and the sea breeze did little to keep us cool in the dead heat of
the midday sun. I had gotten a ways ahead and noticed Sarah and Graham falling back.
She sat down, I thought for a break, so I did the same in the shade of a large coral
boulder. We’d made it to the base of Pumpkin Hill.
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After a moment, Graham approached me.

Well, do you know how to make a

stretcher?” he asked. I stood up, immediately alarmed. Sarah’s broken her toe.” he said.
I calmed down a bit, realizing he was joking about the stretcher. I knew how to
make one from the wilderness first aid class I took back home, and with the forest around
it would be possible, but at this point we had walked for almost three hours; carrying
someone back would be grueling.
I walked up to Sarah and knelt in front of her. Her face was flush red from heat.
exhaustion, and pain.
“Oh God, I think I’ve broken my toe,” she said, laughing half-heartedly. “Look at
it.’*

She grabbed her pinky toe, which was pointed ninety degrees from her foot. The
toe moved back into place then flopped back over in the wrong direction.
“Yeali, 1 think it’s broken too,” I said, and we both had a quick laugh. I figured
she was in for a rough day hobbling back to town on that. I made sure she had feeling in
the toe and pulled on it a little to make sure it had blood flow. I gave her my shoe for
support and to help set it in the right place. I gave her a walking stick I had picked up
along the way, and we made our way. slowly, to a sandy area about fifty yards ahead,
She grimaced with every step. We were at the foot of the hill

it was laughing at us.

Now walking barefoot, 1 realized how treacherous this coral beach was. I
shouldn’t have let Sarali walk over it with flip-flops. I kicked myself for not thinking of
that: I should have known better.
Making our way, we reached a point where we had to choose between climbing
over some high boulders, or walking over a footpath right on the water’s edge. I told
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Sarah to crawl over the boulders, thinking it would be safer. Adam disagreed, and started
to head the other way, but two steps in he slipped and jammed his leg between two rocks
in the water, screaming as he fell. I figured we had a broken leg on our hands, but he
hopped back up with only a cut on his shin to show for the scare. I let out a sigh of relief.
“Yeah, you better go the other way,” he shouted to us with a little laugh.
We finally made our way to the sandy part of the beach, and, by a miracle, spotted
a young Hispanic boy and girl playing together and two older men sitting on a driftwood
log nearby.
“Ella rompo su pedo. Conoce donde esta el calle a regrasar al centro?” I asked
him. The men just looked at me. Su pedo esta roto,” I tried again, stumbling over my
Spanish. They just looked at me confusedly.
“What?” one of them said. I suppose the American flag on his baseball cap
should have tipped me off.
“Oh,” I said, recognizing my mistake, as everyone in our group let a out a laugh.
“She broke her toe. Do you know where the road to town is?”
The man in the baseball cap thought for a second. Tell you what,” he said. “Tve
got my golf cart here. Let me gather my wife and son, and I’ll give her a ride back. I
can't fit all of you though.
“Oh, that’s fine” Sarah said, and we all agreed. We looked around, not having
seen a woman, and realized his “wife” was the young Hispanic girl. Older Americans
with young Hispanic wives are common, but this girl looked no older than eighteen, and
their son looked like he was at least eight. She must just look young, we hoped.
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We waited at a little worn down cabana with missing planks and no roof until the
man came back to get Sarah who boarded tlie golf cart with his wife, their son, and his
friend. Sarah had given me back my shoe so that we could finish our trek up Pumpkin
Hill. Adam, Matt. Graham, and I jokingly called the cabana base camp; we were ready to
summit.
“Take pictures,” Sarah yelled as they drove away.
We w ere sad to lose a member of our group before ascending the hill. It was
close enough to spit on it seemed. At this point, my determination to conquer this little
fucker of a hill, once and for all, was raging.
“Well, guys, let’s get up this damn thing,” I announced.
We now just had to find a path to take us up. 1 was getting thirsty and Adam and
I ran cut of water. 1 spotted some people working on a house under construction near the
foot of the hill. I asked one of them how to get up the hill. They said to follow the fence
until it ends, and make your way up. I was leaning against a fence, but for some reason
thought he meant the barbed wire fence, farther away. We followed the barbed wire, but
couldn't find any breaks in it, except for one spot where it met up with a huge rock wall
that none of us were in the mood to climb. We kept following the fence, getting farther
and farther away from the hill as we did.
“Well, maybe we should head back,” Graham suggested. “It’s getting late.”
It was 4:30, and I was certain we’d now have to make our way back in the dark.
Frustrated but determined, I told him we were getting up the hill and that I didn’t
care how late it was. A man passed on a bike, and I jumped at the opportunity to ask him
if he knew where the path was.
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“You just need to follow that wooden fence down the way [the one I leaned
against while asking directions earlier] until it ends and make your way up.
Oh, I thought to myself. Thatfence.
We turned around and started walking back the other direction. We followed the
fence. I was walking at a much faster pace than everyone at this point. I began to make
my way up the trail, which wasn’t much of a trail at all; it was steep and rocky, covered
with briars. I didn’t care though, I scurried up it as fast as I could, and, in only minutes.
almost too quickly, I had arrived. Though it was a quick climb for such a long buildup, I
had climbed Pumpkin Hill; I had solved its mystery.
We all met at the top, from which we could see the entire island, the town at the
south end, the west side reaching out in a blanket of green forest and mangrove swamp.
Still, what I noticed from the view more than anything was the expanse of ocean reaching
out in every direction. It made the island look tiny, and it made us feel even smaller,
You could hear the ocean’s power, its constant roar-

●the hiss of waves crashing against

the dry land. It could never be subjugated by humans. We took pictures. We laughed.
We talked about how we wished Sarah could have been there.
On the way back, we took the road, hoping we could make it back before Dave’s
closed. Funny though, the road route only took us an hour, so we were back by six. It
wasn’t even dark yet. We’d found the easy way, but all agreed that our way was better.
Someone said they should probably put up a sign so people could find it easier. I thought
how incredibly sad it would be to steal their opportunity to discover it.
When we returned to Cross Creek, Sarah was lying down, freshly showered, in
her hammock, her foot propped up in the air.

How’s the toe,” I asked her. Holding her
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foot in my palms, gentle so as not to hurt her, I slid one hand behind her foot to hold it up
and looked into her eyes. Her foot looked better, swollen but at least it wasn't jutting out.
“Well it looks as though I’ll be staying until this heals,” she said.

Someone must not

want me to leave this island.
I smiled. “It’s Utila,” I said. “I’ve seen it before. It’s harder than you know to
leave."

73

14. DRIFTWOOD CAFE
“YOUR LITTLE MICROCOSM AIN'T THE MACROCOSM.
-THE DOCTOR

The Driftwood Cafe has great nachos. The chips are never too stale, and they
always melt just the right amount of cheddar cheese on top so that the chips never turn
soggy and so that you never get that enormous cheese bite that makes your stomach turn.
They top them off with freshly chopped tomatoes and peppers and freshly squeezed lime.
They are by far the best nachos on Utila, but, regardless, if you travel there, I hope you
never go to the Driftwood Cafe, because in this world there are Texans and then there are
“fucking Texans.”
Anyone who knows even just a few Texans will understand the difference. A
Texan is someone from Texas, plain and simple. They tend to be humble and honest,
maybe even friendlier than your average American. A “fucking Texan” reminds you,
whenever he or she can, that Texas used to be its own country and it was, and still is, the
greatest country that has ever existed. They wear shirts that say,“DonT Mess with
Texas,” and will tell you, while wearing the shirt, not to mess with Texas. They are proud
of Texas’s high death penalty numbers. They are loud and never listen. They bitch if
they can't have their way (they’re especially easy to spot in international airports). Like
driftwood, they randomly float to some shore and set up shop. There they build their
fourth home and a restaurant because, as Sharon, the owner’s wife told me,“We wanted
somewhere decent to eat on the island.

In their restaurant, they only serve snapper.
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though anyone on the island will tell you that a lack of snapper on the reef is playing a
large part in its decline. But to give them some credit, they do make great nachos.
Adam and I first went to the Driftwood Cafe to watch football, because we heard
they had satellite and could get all the games. Of course, the only game they would put
on was the Dallas Cowboys. Wliere many stores and restaurants fly a Honduran flag and
a Hag of their country of origin, at the Driftwood Cafe you’ll only find, go figure, a Texas
flag. It's an all wood building that extends out over the ocean with a two-story deck.
The restaurant is decorated with pieces of driftwood nailed to the wall and giant conch
shells.
In the Driftwood Cafe I ran into Jungle Jim for the second time. I didn’t
recognize him at first. He looked a decade older than when I met him at the hyperbaric
chamber. His hair had thinned, though it was still long, and his face seemed to droop, his
skin hung loosely on his face. Bruce, the fat, greasy and obnoxiously loud owner, called
Jungle Jim out from the kitchen, and that’s when I realized who he was.
Since I had been gone. Jungle Jim had quit his job at the hyperbaric chamber and
stalled working as a cook at the Driftwood Cafe (apparently it was Jungle Jim who made
the great nachos). Something had happened to him since I’d been away that at the time I
couldn’t explain or understand. I thought that Bruce and Sharon had coaxed Jungle Jim,
a kind, humble Texan, out of his Job at the hyperbaric chamber because they wanted a
fellow Texan around. But Brandy told me that it was his choice; he had gotten burnt out
with the diving scene.
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Adam and I were seated at the bar, eating nachos, when Jungle Jim came out of
the kitchen. I nudged Adam’s shoulder.

That’s Jungle Jim,” I whispered. “That’s the

guy Fm writing about it my book.”
“Neat,** he said, while chewing up a large bite of nachos. He picked up his
camera and took a picture. Eventually, Jungle Jim made his way to our side of the bar,
and he and I started talking. He had a low, tempered voice that sounded almost
prophetic. After a little while, he introduced himself to me, and I reminded him that we
had met before at the hyperbaric chamber over the summer. He gave me a little smile,
and his eyes drifted upward as if he was reaching back into his memory,

Yeah, I think I

remember,*’ he said nodding his head, though I wasn’t sure if he actually did. We talked
about Texas for a little while; Jungle Jim was a Texan, and I used to live there, you
know. 1 eventually built up the courage to ask him what I really wanted to ask the whole
time.
“So, why did you come here?

I asked. He took a deep breath.

“Well,” he said, tucking his lips inward. “I had given up looking for my son.”
He paused. “I figured I’d never find him, and, well, my friend had an idea to head
down to Honduras to do some diving, and I thought, yeah why not.”
He took a sip of his beer,

I had no money though; I had given most of it away to

friends because...! mean, what is money really?”
He rubbed his thumb and two fingers together as if holding fake money and then
opened his hand, his palm facing upward, as if the money disappeared. “Well, one day I
was at a bar, my friend was the bartender, and he handed me an envelope filled with cash.
They did football pools there, betting, you know. ‘What’s this,’ I asked him. ‘I don’t
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need this.’ He told me,‘Jim, take it, we want you to have it.’ So I left, and once I got to
Utila 1 just stayed. I’ve been here eleven years.

He took another sip of his beer.

“I heard a different story," I told him.
He gave me a kind of smirk, lifting one of his eyebrows. “Oh yeah?" he said.
“Well, I heard, and maybe this is just myth, that you were told you didn't have
long to live, and that's why you moved here.
He took a breath, moved his eyes somewhere beyond me, and seemed to let my
words soak into his body. “That’s probably more the truth—more the truth than I even
knew it at the time," he said, his body sinking down a little,

I guess I figiured that if I

was to die. Utila would be a good place to do it.
Having been there eleven years with no plans of leaving, it seemed,for Jungle
Jim. that Utila was actually a good place to live. I committed everything he had said to
memory, thinking how great it would be for my story. We continued talking about
diving, about the island. I told him about how he had scared me to death when we talked
at the hyperbaric chamber, telling me the grim stories of possible injuries that can occur
when diving.
9^

“Well, he said, “I just think people should be aware of the risks.
hands on tJie bar.

He put his
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These things happen. The dive shops won’t tell you about them; they

want your money.
1 nodded and took a sip of my beer. He did the same.
While we talked, night had begun approaching, and the sand flies had made their
w ay out. We slapped at our arms and legs. Adam asked for the check. Pulling our
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money out. we realized we didn’t actually have enough to cover our bill.

ril go back to

the room," Adam offered. He took the last sip of his beer and walked out.
“You know, I really wanted to see a whale shark this trip," I mentioned to Jungle
Jim. By this time, 1 felt a bit drunk.
His eyes grew wider. “Get on every North side boat you can," he said. “They
always spot them around the holidays."
“The dive shop said it's not season," I told him,somewhat disbelieving.
He shook his head. “That's because none of these people at the dive shops have
been here long enough,” he said. “They don't know. They’ve been here, what, ten
months?! They don't know a thing about the shark.
His voice grew louder, and I felt a twinge of rage in it.
“They'll tell you they know about the shark. Like these whale shark research
centers, what are they researching? Do they have one scientist on staff? No! So you took
a biology class in college, which makes you an expert on whale sharks?! Bullshit! All
they’re researching is when and where they spot the whale shark so they know when to
charge you $45 dollars to jump in with it, so they can save up money for their next trip to
Thailand."
His words stmck me with force. I had nothing to say back; I just took another sip
of my beer. Still, the thought of being able to see a whale shark put an enormous grin on
my face.
“I can’t imagine getting to see a whale shark,” I said smiling.
“I’ll tell you,” he said, returning to his low voice.
time it’s a once in a life time experience.

I have several times and every
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I folded my arms, bracing myself with excitement.

I can’t tell you how long I’ve

wanted to see one.”
Jungle Jim looked me directly in the eyes. His face grew serious. He looked full
of wisdom, almost mystical.
“Blake,” he said directly, in his tempered voice. “You will find your shark.
I shuddered.
“When you do,” he continued,“And this is important. When you see the shark,
enjoy it, but then you have to do one of the hardest things in your life. Turn away from it
and look behind it. You*11 find an entire ecosystem following it, relying upon it.
Minnows feed on the plankton stirred up by the whale shark. The tuna and bonita feed on
the minnow’s. Behind it you’ll see mako sharks, marlin, and manta rays that feed on the
tuna.”

I felt as though Jungle Jim was speaking in metaphors, and if so, what did my
whale shark represent? I thought that maybe it was a woman in my life that I was
looking for. Even better, maybe it was my story. I was stunned as though some grand
knowledge had been imparted to me by a mystic.
“Well, Blake, it was nice talking to you,” he told me. I’ve got to get back to
work.
He returned to the kitchen as Adam returned with my wallet, which I had left in
the room. We paid the bill and walked out. My eyes were opened wide, and my heart
was pounding in my chest. Jungle Jim’s words kept echoing in my head.
your shark.”

You'll find
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’‘Adam,” I said, as we walked back down the road to the Dive Master House.
“We’re not diving with Cross Creek anymore. We’ve got to get to the North side.
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15. CAPTAIN HAL
● NO ONE CAN GIVE YOU THE ANSWERS,THEY CAN ONLY PRODIVE
YOU WITH THE CLUES.”
-THE DOCTOR

The next morning, the Ulysses, the dive boat I might have been on if I hadn't slept
in, spotted a whale shark. By the afternoon the news had circulated throughout the
island. The dive shops were quick to jump on such an opportunity—their top selling
point—a chance to see the whale shark, to swim with it, to experience what so few have
experienced. The morning boats, the ones headed to the North side, filled with divers.
I had a different plan.
Tm not sure where this plan came from, though I’d like to say that Jungle Jim
recommended it—I know that’s not true, he approved it after I’d planned the trip. I
wanted to charter a boat to take Adam and me to the North side to look for the whale
shark, and I figured we might as well do some fishing while searching. Jungle Jim said it
would be fine to fish the pelagics, the fish away from the reef, like tuna and wahoo. So,
for the first time in my two months on the island, I sought out a fisherman.
Captain Hal lives across the street from Cross Creek in an old, stilted house
painted sea green. He keeps his boats in the back, two white dories with blue trim, one
slightly bigger than the other at twenty-five feet long. I met Hal just as he was returning
from a trip on the bigger boat with five or six Guatemalans he had taken snorkeling. I
walked in through the white gate in the front of his house after noticing the red sign with
white lettering that read:
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CAPT. HAL
FISHING TRIPS

Graham had recommended Hal after I told him my plan to look for the whale
shark, and to do a little fishing just in case the shark didn’t turn up; I asked Graham if he
wanted to come. He had never seen a whale shark, but wanted to desperately. I felt that
this would be his last chance, since he was leaving in a few weeks. I wanted to give him
that chance, show him something remarkable, but he refused, saying he didn’t fish. He
said it sternly without leaving room for argument—moral opposition, I suppose.
Something was breaking down—at one time I might have felt the same way

as

Graham, but for some reason I didn’t feel like I was faltering. I felt I was remembering.
Every spare weekend of my childhood was spent fishing with my father off the coast of
Louisiana. It's where I learned to love the sea, respect its power, and admire the beauty
of its creatures. We didn’t just behold the fish, we ingested them, and they became part
of us in a way that I don’t think Graham, Andrina, Jules, or any of the dive instructors
could understand. We were careful and respectful. I remember, as a young boy, seeing
giant bright yellow commercial fishing boats equipped with cranes reeling in enormous
nets crowded with tuna and whatever else might be among them. Some were even
equipped with sea planes that could fly miles away from the boats to spot schools of
tuna—these were the exploiters—far too efficient. For my family, my dad and mom, my
brother and sister, the sea was a place of humility, constantly reminding us that we
needed each other.

82

“Captain Hal?” I asked, as he and the Guatemalans stepped off the boat slips
behind the house.
Captain Hal looked my way and smiled, revealing a front tooth, white in the
middle, sunounded by gold trim filling. He stood about my height, five feet seven
inches. He had short, brown hair, rough skin, and the posture of a man in his seventies.
hunched as if the weight of the world had been heavy on his back for a long time,
“Yes, son. What can ah do for ya?” he said, placing his right arm on my left
shoulder.
I shuddered. Stumbling over my words, I told him my plan, to fish, to find a
whale shark.
“Okay,” he said, nodding his head welcomingly. “We’ll go. We’ll catch da tuna,
then some walioo.” He paused. “Then we’ll find yer whale shark.”
I think he saw some hesitation in my smile. I knew that no fishing trip had
guarantees like that—only fisherman seeking clients offer such certainty.
I gots da potion.” he said pounding his fist against his heart, grinding his teeth as
he spoke. “If I don’ catch fish, there ain’t none to be caught.
Captain Hal was a man with stories.
“I took some boys out da other day. Dey caught so many tuna dey throw down der
rods, dey say, T can’t fish no more, I’s tired.’ I been doin’ this seventy years. No man
knows da fish like 1 do. Da fish, he wait for me.”
I laughed, feeling wholeheartedly that Hal would lead me to what 1 was seeking.
He could bring the ending to my story. “How much is a trip?” I asked kindly.
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Hal pointed towards the street where the Guatemalans had walked off. “These
tourists, agghhh, ah charge 'em two hundred. Young boy like yerself, ah’s a only take a
hundred.'*
The price didn't matter, though it was reasonable.
“In da morning,’’ he said. “You’ll go with my son in the small boat—it's a good
boat. Ahm takin’ divers out in da other.
I was a little disappointed I wouldn’t be going with Hal, but with four days left, I
felt I still might get the chance to fish with him. I hoped that his son had inherited some
of Captain Hal's “potion.”
After saying goodbye to Hal, I set out to find my crew. I figured four people
would be enough. I found Matt at a Zanzibar’s, a little restaurant down the street from
Cross Creek, eating lunch between dives. When I asked him to go he said, “Yeah, I
found Sarah in her hammock outside her door. All I had to do was mention the whale
shark and her eyes widened enthusiastically.
“I’ll leave the fishing up to y’all though,” she said. Oh to see a whale shark!
“Don’t get your hopes up,” I cautioned her.

I have a feeling we won’t see it

tomonow.*’
“Oh. don’t be so negative,” she said.
“It would just be too easy if it happened tomorrow,” I replied. It didn’t feel right,
and I knew it. It would have to be with Hal; I felt it in my heart. I felt I was on a quest,
guided by a mystical breeze. Jungle Jim had predicted the shark’s anival. He told me
that I would see the shark. He said that Hal was the man for the job, and I believed him.
I was being led into something I didn’t fully understand. My story was finding me.

!
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I awoke al six the next morning, shivering with excitement. I dressed quickly.
and went outside to feel the warm Caribbean air. The Dive Masters were preparing the
dive boat for the morning dive. Ignoring the sand flies, I gathered masks and snorkels for
Sarah and Adam. 1 awoke Sarah at 6:30 am, bringing her water and some seasick
medicine. She smiled excitedly. “Here’s another, in case you need it.” I offered.
“Thanks,” she said.
I knocked on Matt's door in the Dive Master house and Tomas, Matt’s French
roommate, opened the door. “He's not here.” Tomas said.

He didn’t come home.

At first I was worried, but remembered Matt was headed out for a night of
drinking when I saw him the evening before. He had been reluctant to commit to waking
up al seven on his day off. His loss. I thought to myself.
Sarah, Adam, and I made our way to Hal’s place, where we were greeted by Alan,
Hal’s son. He was a bit chubby with a smooth dark face. He had a thin mustache that
curled around his lip, making him look like a catfish. We introduced ourselves, but he
just smiled and nodded. He seemed shy. “We ready?” he asked.
The three of us made our way to the smaller boat and grabbed a seat on one of the
two by four's laid sideways across it. After only a moment, Alan cranked the diesel
motor, filling the air with a dark cloud of smoke. The engine choked and gasped until it
began to hum with a low rumble. We backed out of the slip, into the harbor. The boat
sped up, and, as we moved into the open water, I felt a stiff breeze—the water would be
rough, I thought, especially in our small dory.
We headed to North side, near Pumpkin Hill, where they had spotted the shark the
dav before.
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After about twenty minutes, Alan instructed us to grab the two rods he had thrown
into the boat. They were worn and corroded. They had to have been over twenty years
old, and I wondered how on earth they would bring in a fish. We used no bait,just a
green jig with a small rusted hook.
Adam and I let the line in the reels out behind the boat. Sarah was perched in the
front, eying the horizon for a whale shark.
“Vvliat do I look for?” she asked me.
‘Boils in the water,” I said, “where tuna are feeding.” She gave me a puzzled
look, and turned her head back toward the sea.
We trolled for hours without a bite, without seeing a ripple in the water. The
water was rough, and when we crested large waves our stomachs would rise to our
throats.
I wasn’t troubled. I was at peace. Since I’d been away at college in Mississippi, I
rarely had the chance to go deep sea fishing. I hadn’t been for years.
At eleven, we decided to go in. The sun had turned our faces red, and the day
seemed hopeless. I could tell Sarah was sad to not have seen anything,, having spent
thirty-three dollars for the opportunity (it would have been twenty-five but Matt didn’t
show). After we docked, I apologized to her, but she gave me a warm smile,

No, I

enjoyed it, really,” she told me,touching my arm and looking into my eyes. “We’ll tell
everyone the shark was enormous,” she joked.
That night Adam stayed in. He said he was tired, but I knew he planned to have a
long talk with his girlfriend back home. There’s something about the sea that makes you
long for a woman, I think.

86

1 went out with Sarah that night, and it seemed Matt was out of the picture. I
don't think he ever built up the courage to make a move. We went to Tranquila’s with
Chris, Sarah's Australian roommate, and “the two Austrian boys,” as Chris called them.
I'ranquila's is right next door to Coco Loco, in fact they look identical, both with long
wooden decks extending into the harbor. The four of us went out to the end where we
could see the stars. Tranquila’s always has good music, either something Hispanic or
some good reggae. I didn't ask Sarah to dance. I didn’t even say much; I was nervous. I
could tell that she wanted to dance—she seemed antsy in her seat.
It had occurred to me earlier that day that Sarah would be perfect for my story.
Maybe she was the whale shark that Jungle Jim predestined me to find. The metaphor
seemed foolish, but 1 was desperate. I had never tried to kiss the old Sarah, and perhaps I
could make up for it with this new Sarah. I could prove I had evolved. More than that
though. I was scared. This Sarah was smart, funny, and kind; I couldn’t risk being
rejected by her.
One of the Austrians kept bringing me drinks, but they didn’t work. 1 got tired,
and I gave up. Someone suggested that we go to Coco Loco’s. The party at Tranquila s
had died down, and the Austrians were aching for techno to dance to. Coco Loco s
alvv'ays featured techno—Europeans love it. They would never call it techno though.
They have it divided into genres like house and trance. When you dance to it, you dance
by yourself, any way you want.
I stopped at the entrance to Coco Loco’s. “I’ll see you later, guys, I said. Sarah
gave me a sad look. “Let’s Just see how it is,” she pleaded.
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So I went in. I danced awkwardly by myself, but around people—that’s how it’s
done. But something happened. I was tired of dancing like they dance. I like the way
we dance in Mississippi. You spin a girl, you spin yourself, you stumble and smile and
laugh—you dance. So that's what I did. Amidst blai'ing techno, I grabbed Sarah by the
hand and spun her around. I broke all the rules. I broke the ice.
She grabbed me by the waist longingly, pressing her cheek to mine. I squeezed
her gently. She brought her lips to my cheek, then I touched her face, our eyes aligned,
and we stood still. Amidst blaring bass, an orgy of randomly swinging limbs, we found a
moment of solitude. I pressed my lips to hers, and she blushed.
“Oh, Blake,” she gasped. ‘*l’m too old for you.”
I smiled and kissed her again.
That night, back at Cross Creek, at three in the morning, Sarah asked me to go
with her to Nicaragua. I didn’t answer her because I was scared, realizing that this was
my chance to jump off. I knew that if I did, I would have my ending. This thought ran
through my mind as I drifted into a restless sleep.
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16. DOMINOES
●THE EPIPHANY WILL ALWAYS REMAIN A MYSTERY.
- THE DOCTOR

The whale shark is by far the largest fish on the planet, reaching up to sixty feet in
length in maturity, yet the greatest source of its power lies in how little is known about
these peaceful giants. Scientists do not know how many whale sharks exist in the world,
nor do they know much at all about their behavior, their breeding patterns, whether they
have home territories or live in constant migration. Unlike so many creatures in the
natural world that have been easily prodded and probed, their secrets extracted in
laboratories, the whale shark remains by and large a mystery.
People will travel great distances and pay large sums of money for a chance to
catch a glimpse of the shark, desirous to behold its power. On Utila, the whale shark is a
topic of conversation; a tourist sipping a beer at Coco Loco's, savoring the afterglow of a
recent spotting, draws the envy of all those who hear him recount the story, as he tries to
describe what cannot be adequately put into words. He’ll mimic the awestruck gasp he
experienced when observing the shark’s unfathomable size, its astonishing grace, and its
uncontested domain over the ocean world. He’ll tell them anything and everything he
can about the experience but will always fall short, teasing his listeners’ desires, inspiring
them to find the whale shark themselves, to get in on the secret.
It was Adam’s last day on the island before flying out, and we were going to
spend it fishing with Captain Hal. We invited Sarah along, knowing she’d absolutely die
if she missed out on a chance to see a whale shark. I had decided to travel south with her
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through Nicaragua, perhaps farther, possibly all the way to South America. I didn’t know
where exactly I was headed, how I would get there, or even how long I would be
traveling, but that's what made it perfect in mind.
The morning felt as if the earth stood still on its axis, a gray mat of thick clouds
cascading above the Dive Master House, where every inhabitant, except me,lay
dreaming. The sand flies were just about the only thing moving at Cross Creek, and they
were worse than they had ever been; swarms of them viciously nibbled at my shins and
ankles. However, this morning, I delighted in their presence, despite the itching and
slapping, because I knew exactly why they were out in such large numbers; not even a
w hisper of wind could be detected—it was perfect weather for fishing.
It was six-thirty when I woke Adam. Groaning lazily, he picked up his phone by
the bed to check the time.
“We have thirty minutes,” he moaned, before turning over, placing his pillow
over his head.
I w^as used to this routine with Adam from waking up for morning dives. By six
lorty-five I would start getting anxious that he wasn’t up yet, and by six-fifty I would
start getting angry, as he pressed the snooze button on his phone’s aiaim over and over.
But by six fifty-five, when I’d finally decide to do something drastic like pour water on
his head to wake him up, I would find him up and dressed. Of course, then he’d tell me
he still needed to bmsh his teeth, which, despite his assurance that it would take only five
minutes, always took ten. So Adam and I would be five minutes late to the boat and
usually the last ones to board.
I would have none of it this morning.
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“Adam,” I said, waiting for him to turn over towards me before I continued.
“Today's the day, I can feel it. The weather is absolutely perfect—get the fuck up.
Having perceived the severity in my voice, he hopped down from his bunk
without protest; a miracle, I thought. It was certainly the first time I’d managed to get
him out of bed with time to spare, and I took it as a good omen of things to come.
I w'alked out of the Dive Master House and over to the hotel, where I knocked on
Sarah's door. From inside the room, I heard her let out a distressed whimper that I knew
meant I had just woken her up. I slowly pushed the door open. With one eye closed, the
other squinting, she looked towards me standing in the doorway.
“I don't think I'll be making it fishing this morning,” she informed me in a raspy.
tired voice.
I let out a kind laugh from witnessing her disheveled appearance, but also because
I knew exactly what to say to change her mind, regardless of how early it was in the
morning.
“But, Sarah, what if we see the whale shark today?” I asked playfully. “I’ve got a
good feeling.”
“Oh to see a whale shark,” she exclaimed happily, stretching her aims and legs
out as far as she could. “Okay, I’m coming.”
She hopped out of bed, and I closed her door to let her get dressed. The Dive
Masters had opened the equipment room and were collecting their clients’ gear for the
dive that day. 1 walked inconspicuously into the storage area and quickly grabbed a mask
and snorkel for Sarah to use on the trip. Borrowing gear wouldn’t have been a problem if
wc were headed out on a Cross Creek dive boat, but I was unsure what someone would
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say if they knew otherwise—heading out with a local fisherman that day, we were in
uncharted teiritory.
At six fifty, w'e crossed the street in front of Cross Creek to Captain Hal’s house.
I was happy to be early, figuring the earlier we left the better chance we’d have of
catching fish and spotting the whale shark. However, we would have to wait ten minutes
while Hal finished his breakfast at Big Mamma’s, a restaurant next door. At seven, Hal
stepped into his backyard wearing beige pants and a faded green and red striped collared
shirt.
“Momin’ to ya,” he said, offering a large smile that revealed his gold-trimmed
front tooth.
Anxious to get going, I started towards the dory docked behind his house. He
motioned to me to wait.
“I godda go get diesel,” he said. “But don’ ya worry, da fish, he wait fer me. Da
whale shark, he won' come up ‘til nine o’ clock.”
I’m not sure which statement seemed more of a fantasy to me at the time, the fact
that fish waited for Hal or that he could narrow down whale shark sightings to the hour.
Either way, we would have to wait. Adam let me know that it was now seven fifteen, so
as to remind me that I had mshed him for nothing.
By the time Hal finished fueling the boat it was seven thirty. He then loaded three
corroded rods and reels, each at least thirty years old, into the boat. I didn’t see how
anyone could deep-sea fish with such dilapidated equipment, but it occuned to me that
this was the best that local fishermen on Utila like Hal could afford.
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Hal backed the twenty foot dory into the green water of the harbor. Adam,Sarah,
and I sat down inside the boat, preparing to drive thirty minutes to the other side of the
island, as we had done with Hal's son, Alan, a few days prior.
“Put yer line in da water," he told us.
“Here?" I asked him, unsure of what Hal intended to catch so close to shore.
He simply nodded, and Adam and I let out our lines; each had only a small
fliK)rescent jig attached to it with a msted hook and no bait—the same rig we used
unsuccessfully with Alan on our last fishing trip. I figmed that with the setup we were
hopeless to catch anything, but within mere seconds of trolling, I felt a sharp pull on my
rod and had hooked a fish.
“Holy shit!" I yelled, looking at Adam. That didn't take long.
“I told ya’s," Hal started yelling.

I ain’t Alan, my son, he don’t know da fish

like I know da fish.
I reeled in the line, which wasn’t very difficult. It was a small cero mackerel that
Hal wanted to use for bait later.
“Maybe we use this," he said. “Tuh catch da wahoo.”
After only a few minutes of circling the area, Hal had us bring our lines in so we
could go ahead and ride to the North Side of the island, next to Pumpkin Hill, where he
said they had spotted the whale shark.
The water outside the harbor was calm; the ocean, like a sheet of glass, reflected
the gray hue of the overcast sky. Sarah was seated near the front of the boat, gazing at
the horizon, where the outline of Roatan, a neighboring island, was barely visible. As I
v\ atched her thick hair flowing in the breeze, I began to narrate in my head, imagining
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hovv I would write her, how I would write this moment. It was as if I was in a story, and
the plot \\ as unfolding before my eyes. I knew I needed to see the whale shark; it would
be the perfect ending. I would see the whale shark and head into the unknown with
Sarah.
When we made it around the east comer of Utila, Hal slowed the boat down, and
instructed us to put our lines back in the water.
“Here you’ll catch da tuna,” he said, gritting his teeth and nodding.
We obeyed, holding our rods tightly, watching our lines as they followed behind
the boat. The ocean was glassy, undisturbed by any signs of fish in the area. However,
as we continued to troll, w'e watched as, one by one, tuna began striking the surface, and,
before long Adam and I were both hooked on a fish. Adam’s reel was broken; he had to
crank his reel four times before it would bring in the line equal to one normal crank. The
coiTosion built up on my reel caused it to periodically get stuck, and I had to give it a
good smack to get it working again. Despite Hal’s equipment, we managed to pull the
two fish into the boat. I recognized them as blackfin tuna, remembering as a young boy
the glossy black stripe that mns from their nape down their back, the tiny finlets at the
base of their tail.
“Ahm a tellin' ya, son,” Hal began shouting. ‘Ah got da potion.
I began to believe him. I looked around at the ocean, and as far as we could see,
the water was boiling with tuna feeding on the surface. Never before had I seen anything
like it. Everywhere Hal led us we’d hook tuna two at a time.
“Ahm not Alan,” he kept yelling. “I’m an old hound dog.
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By nine o’ clock, Hal’s ice chest was brimming with tuna; our arms were sore
t'roin reeling in fish.
“Now, we look fer yer whale shark,” he announced.
Throughout the morning several other local fishermen in dories had been trolling
the area as we had, bringing in tuna one by one. It occurred to me then that I was
observing the local fishing industry almost in its entirety, which consisted of no more
than ten dories, all of whom used outdated equipment. I realized that it was downright
impossible that these men were depleting populations of fish, or causing tlie degradation
of the reef. It had to be something else.
Yellow dive boats began arriving to the area, one after the other, each loaded
with at least thirty divers in black wetsuits, dangling their fins over the edge of the boat,
ready to leap in the water as soon as they came upon a whale shark. Any time someone
on a dive boat spotted a thick cluster of boils in the water, they’d race over to it, hoping
they might spot the whale shark while it was feeding.
“Da whale shark, it’s here,” Hal said, as if able to sense its presence.

Ah been

fishin' wit’ da whale shark fer seventy years. Ah knows da shark. There’s too many
goddamn boats—he won’ come up tuh feed.”
Whale sharks are filter-feeders. They don’t hunt for food; rather, they suck in
enormous amounts of ocean water like a giant vacuum, ingesting whatever happens to
end up in their mouths. The whale sharks approach the large boils of tuna from below
and, positioned vertically, begin sucking in enonnoiis amounts of water at the surface.
Whale sharks are typically unaffected by divers’ presence, especially when
feeding. Snorkelers can usually observe the shark for several minutes or even more

95

without disturbing its eating habits. However, Captain Hal explained to us that the whale
sharks off the coast of Utila had been more and more timid of recent; it didn’t take long
for us to realize why.
Wc watched as one of the yellow dive boats approached a boil of tuna; before the
boat even came to a complete stop, all thirty divers leapt into the water, frantically
kicking their fins, scouring the water for a glimpse of the shark. We could tell some
people in the group saw the whale shark underwater, because they began cheering on the
surface, giving each other high-fives before heading back to the boat.
“Aghh,” Hal groaned at the sight, his face cringing. They’re not lettin' da shark
eat. These young captains, they don’ know how to approach da whale shark. Dey hit it
wit' der propeller. Dey let everyone jump in too early.”
I’d seen a list of rules for captains and divers to follow during a spotting; they
included distances for boats and divers to keep from the shark to keep it safe from harm,
as well as precautions to take when approaching the shark. Not one dive boat was
following the mles. The divers on the boat were too excited to care, and the instructors
on the boats knew that if they were the dive shop to spot the whale shark, they could
expect a storm of new clients the following morning.
“Look der,” Hal said, pointing to the dive boats, as they continued to follow the
shark. “Da shark is miles from where it likes to feed, next to da reef.”
I saw a deep sadness in Hal’s eyes, as he watched his shark being chased from the
island’s shore. Hal had fished with the shaik for seventy years.
Hal told us to continue to fish, that he’d show us the shark soon enough. I pulled
oft my Cross Creek staff shirt and made sure my mask was close by.
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I put my line back in the water. As we eased up to another large boil, I felt an
enormous hit on my line, causing me lose my balance as monofilament line whizzed out
of my reel. At that exact moment, 1 heard Adam and Sarah screaming at the front of the
boat.
“Holy shit, holy shit!’* Adam shouted, as he stared off the bow of the boat into a
whale shark's gaping mouth, packed with baitfish and tuna.
1 was tom between holding onto the fish 1 had just hooked and finally seeing the
w hale shark. 1 wanted to set the rod down but worried 1 might lose Hal’s rod into the sea.
Hal quickly noticed my dilemma and offered to hold the rod.
“Go," he said. “See yer shai'k.”
In tw o giant steps, 1 joined Adam and Sarah at the bow of the dory. One look at
the shark’s giant mouth, which could certainly fit a human, made the idea ofjumping into
the water seem insane, but my excitement took over—I leapt off the side of Hal’s dory.
1 was in the water with a forty foot shark.
I tried to put on my mask, but its strap snapped, sending my snorkel floating off.
If I was to look at the shark, I would have hold my breath and press my mask to my face
w ith my hands. Taking a deep breath, I plunged my head underwater.
The shark was swimming away. Its giant tail glided back and forth slowly and
methodically. I gasped, my heart pounding through my chest; never in my life had I felt
so small. The shark looked exactly like it did in underwater pictures; a haunting
silhouette set against the dark blue ocean. I could see the contoured ridges that lined the
shark’s forked tail, as I watched the yellow spots that lined its back slowly fade away,
glinting like stars in the night sky, before finally disappearing.
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When I lifted my head out of the water, two large, yellow dive boats, stocked
with divers, had pulled up in front of me, in the direction the shark swam off. Perched on
the bow of one. a man was pointing to his eyes, signaling to me,“Do you see the shark?”
I thought about w'hat Jungle Jim told me to do after I’d seen the whale shark, to
look behind it, where I’d find an entire ecosystem dependent upon the shark. I turned
around, dipping my head back in the water in the direction opposite to where the shark
sw^am off. I didn’t see any of the species that Jungle Jim had named, only the curved
white bottom of Hal’s dory peeking under the surface of the blue water. I lifted my head
above the water’s surface and saw Captain Hal still fighting my fish.
“Oh, boyee,” he yelled, as he struggled to keep the rod tip in the air, looking as
though the fish might send his seventy year-old body into the ocean.
As I watched Captain Hal, I saw everything differently.
At that moment, I realized that Captain Hal’s life, his well-being, depended upon
the whale shark, a keystone species upon which hinged the entire balance of Utila’s
environment. The instructors and Dive Masters on Utila used the whale shark,just as
they did the reef, as a tourist attraction; it funded their next trip to Thailand or whatever
exotic place they chose to travel to next. I thought about why the North Side reef was so
much healthier than the South Side, and then recalled the hundreds of beginner divers I’d
seen crashing into the reef on the South Side, all of whom had come to Utila because it
was the cheapest place to learn to dive. It occurred to me that these free-spirited tourists
might actually be killing the island, Hal’s island.
The man on the yellow dive boat continued to signal to me,“Do you see the
shark?”
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I knew that if I signaled back to him, I would single-handedly send sixty divers
pouring into the water, slapping at the surface with their fins, chasing the shark until it
outran them. They might see the whale shark, but I knew none of them would really see
it, not like I see it now. I decided that I would no longer be part of the problem.
I hoisted myself up into Hafs boat and grabbed the rod from him, as he wiped the
sweat from his brow and took a seat in the back of the boat. I pulled the rod to my chest,
quickly reeling in the slack in the line that I had created, a technique I learned as a yoimg
boy fishing with my father. The fish persisted, pulling out even more line. The fight
continued for thirty minutes until the fish grew tired. When it finally broke the surface of
the water. I grabbed the large blackfin tima with my bare hands and heaved it into the
boat. The trip was over.
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17. DEPARTING
“JUST WHEN YOU THINK YOU’VE REACHED THE END,YOU FIND THE
BEGINNING/'
-THE DOCTOR

The following day. as Adam and I waited in front of Cross Creek for the taxi that
would drive us to the airport, thick, black clouds hung low in the morning sky. The air
felt cool, and by the time the driver arrived and began loading our luggage into his gray
minivan, it had started to rain. I felt as though I might be sick.
The night before, I had frantically tried to relate my discovery to anyone and
everyone I could. “Do you not realize?” I asked insistently, “It is us who are the
problem?
My words fell upon deaf ears; the idea was unthinkable to the Dive Masters at
Cross Creek, as well as to the divers. They didn’t want to know. Knowledge like that
meant an end to the party; it meant that escaping to Utila from whatever office or
warehouse they worked in back home was not actually an act to be admired.. They had
saved themselves from the daily grind and in the process had ignored the suffering they
caused, the sacrifices forced upon locals like Captain Hal. Travelers on Utila would not
stand for any interruption of their pleasure because like any tourist they were on
vacation

they were away from what they called home,so they didn’t have to care.

The driver took a right turn off the main road in Utila, towaids the airport. Thick
gobs of rain splattered against the van’s windshield, only to be pushed away by the
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wipers. I hated to leave Utila, but I had learned that you can love something enough to
know it is better without you. to know it is there even if you can’t see it. I would have to
let Utila go. I would never dive in the water with a whale shark again. I loved them
enough to accept that this was the way it had to be.
It continued to rain as we passed the tall stilted houses just outside of downtown
and the acres of manicured farmland that followed. Closer to the airport, the farmland
yielded to green tropical forest, acres of lush, untamed vegetation.
WTien we finally reached the aiiport, the driver parked the gray minivan next to
the runway. We paid him his fare, grabbed our bags, and quickly made our way to the
wooden pavilion where other tourists had gathered seeking shelter from the rain. I set my
pack on the dry pavement underneath the pavilion and sat down on top of it, letting out a
loud sigh—it w'as almost over, I thought.
A miracle.
The rain subsided then stopped entirely. The heavens opened up, and through a
break in the clouds sunlight poured onto the giant stretch of wet pavement. A rainbow,
the largest, most vividly colored rainbow I have ever gazed upon, appeared before us.
The tourists oo'd and ahh’d, as they marveled at its beauty. It formed a perfect semicircle
in the sky. They pointed to the exact point on the pavement where it began—inches from
my feet. From there, it curved across the pale gray sky towards town.
The night before, I had told Jungle Jim about my encounter with the whale shark,
about the discovery that followed. When I finished, he looked at me with a stern glare
before speaking.
‘1 had the same realization you had,” he said. “It just took me a lot longer.”
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He took in a deep breath.
“You're the only one on the island who knows this,” he said, while looking
directly into my eyes.
“Well, there's you," I replied.
He paused.
“Okay," he said, nodding his head. “There are two of us.”
Two didn't sound like much to me then, but as I gazed upon the rainbow that
morning something emerged from deep inside of me. Hope sprang forth like a spirit from
the grave, and I knew exactly what had to be done.
Jim had guided me to find a level of understanding that was deeper than mere
appreciation for life on Utila. I'd grown to share his wisdom and passion for the frailty of
life that was dependent upon all that thrived in the shadow of the shark, and now Jim and
I would unfold this mystery to others—two by two.
The roar of twin prop engines turned my thoughts toward home, and, as the plane
taxied to a stop, I knew that I would return to Utila but not to take a story away; I would
never take from Utila again. I'd return to give her story back, for Captain Hal,for the
w'hale shark, for the island itself.
As I walked toward the plane on the steaming pavement, I silently cheered for tlie
lush vegetation bordering its edges, and I carefully stepped over a solitary flower growing
through a crack in the runway.
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